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Cults & me Occul 


“... and the word was a god.’ 

This mistranslation of John 1:1 by Jehovah’s Witnesses has been 
vigorously refuted by Christians, and rightly so. Now, because the 
JWs have changed their line of reasoning in defending this key text, 
past refutations are obsolete. The new JW arguments are more 
sophisticated and their line of reasoning is far more subtle. 

To meet these new and dangerous misconceptions, this book 
focuses on the implications of the mistranslations of John 1:1 and 
John 8:58. Fallacies are exposed and dismissed in precise language 
that can be easily understood by laypersons who have no 
knowledge of Greek. The misconceptions and mistranslations so 
enthusiastically propounded by JWs no longer need to be 
intimidating. Christians can intelligently and easily counterattack, 
using the dear and convincing evaluations given in this book. 
Now enrolled in a doctoral program at Westminster Theological 
Seminary Robert M. Bowman, Jr., formerly served as 
associate editor of Christian Research Journal 
and The Christian Research Newsletter. 
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Foreword 


A 

il considerable amount of material has been 
written on the subject of Jehovah's Witnesses and their mis¬ 
handling of biblical texts, particularly about their consistent 
abuse of the rules of grammar and context where the 
Jehovah's Witnesses' New World Translation is concerned. Un¬ 
fortunately, most of this material has been written by schol¬ 
ars who are not thorough students of the cults in general nor 
of Jehovah's Witnesses in particular. Readers are often con¬ 
fused and overwhelmed by a mass of material which they do 
not have either the vocabulary or scholastic background to 
understand. 

In this succinct yet detailed volume Robert Bowman has 
brought together both scholarly information and experiential 
insight, and the reader can clearly see the errors of Watch- 
tower thinking. 

Quite apart from numerous interviews with Jehovah's 
Witnesses and careful study of their literature, including the 
New World Translation of the Bible, Mr. Bowman has worked 
for the past four years at Christian Research Institute spe¬ 
cializing in the analysis of cultic writings, and has authored 
numerous papers and articles and written countless letters 
to people confused by the cults. He is informed, scholarly, 
and exacting in his analysis of John 1:1, 8:58, and 20:28, and 
Jehovah's Witnesses' misuse of scholarly sources to bolster 
their false doctrines. 
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Foreword 


Of real interest to the reader will be Mr. Bowman's ex¬ 
posure of the Watchtower's unwillingness to admit mistakes, 
and their distortion and misuse of recognized scholarship in 
an attempt to justify their denial of the trinity and the deity 
of Jesus Christ. 

The dearth of well-written and readable material on the 
Watchtower's abuse of the texts, especially those in the Gos¬ 
pel of John, has been alleviated with the publication of this 
book. Careful students of the Bible, scholars as well as 
laymen, will profit from the extensive research Mr. Bowman 
has utilized and presented in a readable and practical form. 

This volume for some time to come will be a standard 
reference in this particular area of cultic theology. It is a 
delight to recommend its usage to the Christian public and 
interested scholars everywhere. 

Walter Martin 

San Juan Capistrano, California 

February 1, 1988 
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Introduction 


T 

X he controversial translation of John 1:1 in the 
Jehovah's Witnesses' New World Translation (nwt) is well 
known: "In [the] beginning the Word was, and the Word was 
with God, and the Word was a god." Almost as well known 
is their rendering of John 8:58, according to which Jesus said, 
"Before Abraham came into existence, I have been." 

These renderings with their accompanying interpretation 
have been discussed by biblical scholars and evangelical 
apologists many times, and scholarly treatments of their 
meaning can be found in many commentaries and in several 
scholarly articles. Yet there is need for further analysis of the 
nwt renderings and the arguments used by the Jehovah's 
Witnesses (hereafter abbreviated "JWs" for brevity's sake) to 
defend their unorthodox interpretation of these verses. 

One reason why a new critique is necessary is that the JWs 
continue to cite newer scholarly sources in defense of their 
interpretation. For example, in recent years they appealed to 
the fine article on Mark 15:39 and John 1:1 by Philip B. 
Hamer in the 1973 Journal of Biblical Literature 1 in defense of 
their rendering of John 1:1. On John 8:58, they have refined 
their argument by appealing to the Greek idiom known as 
the "present of past action in progress," which a few scholars 
have said could be found in John 8:58. 

Another reason for a thorough discussion of these texts in 

11 
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relation to the JWs is the increasing influence of Nelson 
Herle, a JW in Los Angeles. Calling himself a "self-made 
expert on the Trinity," he has distributed hundreds of copies 
of his unpublished manuscript The Trinity Doctrine Examined 
in the Light of History and the Bible. 2 In this manuscript he 
discusses both John 1:1 and 8:58 at length. The influence of 
his work is best seen in the fact (documented further in this 
book) that his treatment of these two verses appears to have 
redirected the Watchtower Society's own apologetic for their 
interpretation of the texts. 

It must also be said that most discussions of the texts 
either ignore the JWs' arguments, or narrowly focus only on 
refuting the JWs and thus fail to put the matter in its broader 
context. This study, though not definitive or exhaustive, 
seeks to remedy this lack. 

The specific purpose of this book is to show not only that 
the JW interpretation of John 1:1 and 8:58 is in error, but also 
to show that the trinitarian interpretation is correct. This 
book should also be useful, therefore, to persons who are 
interested in the interpretation of these texts but in a dif¬ 
ferent connection than with the JWs. 

A word must be said about the assumptions under which 
this study is written. In a nutshell, these assumptions are the 
inerrant authority of Scripture, the principles of valid rea¬ 
soning (or logic), and the standard recognized principles of 
biblical interpretation. Works setting forth the evangelical 
Christian understanding of the Bible's authority and how it is 
to be interpreted are available for those who desire back¬ 
ground reading on these subjects. 3 

To sort out all of the details of the interpretation of John 1:1 
and 8:58 and evaluate the arguments put forth by the JWs for 
their interpretation, it will be necessary to discuss Greek 
words, grammar, and syntax (word order). It is hoped that 
JWs themselves may be helped by this study, as well as those 
who are seriously considering adopting their teachings. 
Since most people who are in either of these two categories 
do not understand Greek or grammatical terms, these things 
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will be carefully explained in a way which, it is hoped, any 
person fluent in English can understand. Those readers who 
already understand what various technical terms and con¬ 
cepts mean may wish to skim the sections which explain the 
more elementary concepts. 

JWs reading this study should bear in mind that their own 
publications discuss Greek words and grammar, notably in 
relation to these two texts. Indeed, in March 1987 an article 
appeared in the JW magazine Awake! with the title, "How 
Knowing Greek Led Me to Know God." 4 In this article the 
author, Nicholas Kip, claimed that knowing Greek before he 
became a JW helped him to see the truth of their teachings. 
Interestingly enough, he mentioned as a specific example 
the JWs' teaching on John 8:58. 

Therefore, JWs should not be intimidated by the discus¬ 
sion of Greek words and grammar in this book. At the very 
least, they should find that things which they previously did 
not understand will be clarified in this study. Nor is it legiti¬ 
mate for JWs to dismiss the matter by saying that they refuse 
to "fight over words," since they themselves publish liter¬ 
ature disputing the meaning of certain key verses in the 
Bible. 

In this book I have sought to consider fairly and honestly 
all of the arguments put forth by JWs in their publications in 
defense of their interpretation of John 1:1 and 8:58. I have 
spent many hours in dialogue with JWs, including Nelson 
Herle and several other JWs who profess to have a working 
knowledge of Greek and Hebrew. I have gone to great 
lengths to give the JWs every chance to defend their posi¬ 
tion. In the summer of 1984 I submitted to several of these 
JWs a 15-page paper on John 8:58 and asked for their crit¬ 
icisms. I received very little in the way of substantive crit¬ 
icisms of my major points. In April 1987 I wrote to Nicholas 
Kip in response to his article in Awake!, and asked him if 
he would be willing to dialogue with me on John 8:58 and 
other matters. Kip refused, referring to such a dialogue as 
"fighting over words"—which is truly ironic, since in the 
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Awake! article he claims to have joined the JWs because he 
thought they were right about the meaning of certain biblical 
words. 

Then in October, 1987, I wrote to Nicholas Kip, Nelson 
Herle, and the Watchtower Bible and Tract Society (see Ap¬ 
pendix D), informing them of this book. In these letters I 
invited any interested JW to write a rebuttal to the book, to 
be included in the book as an appendix. Not one person 
responded to this invitation. 

Inevitably questions will be asked about the author. I am 
an evangelical Christian, and regard the Bible as the only 
unerring revelation of God's truth. I have never been a JW, 
and therefore am not an "apostate" by JW standards. I hold a 
master's degree in biblical studies and theology from Fuller 
Theological Seminary, a degree requiring competency in bib¬ 
lical Greek and Hebrew. At present I am pursuing a Ph.D. in 
theology from Westminster Theological Seminary in Phila¬ 
delphia, while working part-time as an Editorial Consultant 
for the Christian Research Institute in Southern California, 
where for over four years I was a researcher and editor. CRI 
is an evangelical ministry which disseminates information on 
heretical and non-Christian religions. 

Comments, questions, and criticisms of this book are wel¬ 
come. Please address all correspondence to Robert M. 
Bowman, Jr., Christian Research Institute, P. O. Box 500, San 
Juan Capistrano, CA 92693-0500. 
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The Eternal Person 
of the Word 


T 

A he purpose of this book is to refute the JW 
interpretation of John 1:1 and 8:58 and to defend the trin¬ 
itarian interpretation of those texts. It should be recognized, 
however, that these conflicting interpretations do share some 
features in common. In this chapter we shall see where JWs 
and evangelicals agree and disagree about John 1:1, compare 
the JW interpretation with those of other antitrinitarian sects, 
and begin our study of the first part of the verse. 

Points of Agreement 

Both JWs and trinitarian Christians reject modalistic and 
Unitarian interpretations of both of these texts. Modalism is 
the doctrine that God, who is only one person, manifested 
himself in the human Jesus Christ, so that in some sense 
Jesus is God the Father. The JWs agree that God is one per¬ 
son, but deny he was incarnated in Jesus; whereas trin- 
itarians agree that God was incarnated in Jesus, but insist 
that while there is only one God, that God is more than one 
person. Unitarianism holds that there is only one person who 
is God, and that Jesus was a mere man who did not preexist 
his human life and who is not "divine" in any literal sense of 
the word. While accepting the idea that God is one person, 
the JWs deny that Jesus was a mere man. 
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With regard to John 1:1, both JWs and trinitarian Chris¬ 
tians agree that Jesus Christ was "the Word" prior to his 
becoming human. They also both agree, therefore, that the 
Word was a preexistent living person, not merely an abstrac¬ 
tion or idea. Furthermore, they both agree that "the Word 
was with God" means that the Word—Jesus Christ—existed 
alongside God the Father as a person distinct from him. 
Finally, they both agree that in some sense the preexistent 
Word was divine. 

These common understandings should be kept in mind as 
the differences are discussed. 

How Other Unorthodox Sects Treat John 1:1 

It will be instructive to note at the outset that the JWs are 
not the only new sect ("new" in the sense of originating in 
the last two centuries) that offers an unusual rewording of 
this classic prooftext of the deity of Jesus Christ. Joseph 
Smith, the founder of Mormonism, prepared an Inspired Ver¬ 
sion of the Bible in which John 1:1 was changed to read: 

In the beginning was the gospel preached through the Son. 

And the gospel was the word, and the word was with the 

Son, and the Son was with God, and the Son was of God . 1 

Victor Paul Wierwille, the founder of The Way International, 
offered an expanded translation of John 1:1 that distinguished 
between "the Word" as another name for God and "the re¬ 
vealed Word" which was Jesus Christ and which existed "in the 
beginning" only in the foreknowledge of God: 

In the beginning was the Word (God), and the (revealed) 

Word was with (pros) God (with Him in His foreknowledge, 

yet independent of Him), and the Word was God . 2 

Even those unorthodox sects which do not retranslate 
John 1:1 reinterpret it to fit their various views about the 
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person of Christ. Herbert W. Armstrong, the founder of the 
Worldwide Church of God, agreed that Jesus was "God," 
but went on to argue that human beings have the oppor¬ 
tunity to become "God" (or a part of the "God family") as 
well. 3 Mary Baker Eddy, the founder of Christian Science, 
understood John 1:1 to mean "The Christ-healing was . . . 
practised even before the Christian era . . ." 4 and also com¬ 
mented on it, "... This great truth of God's impersonality 
and individuality and of man in His image and likeness, 
individual, but not personal, is the foundation of Christian 
Science. . . ." 5 Various teachers in the United Pentecostal 
Church and other Oneness Pentecostal bodies, which hold a 
modalistic view of Christ, interpret John 1:1 to mean that 
God's "Plan" (their interpretation of logos, generally trans¬ 
lated "Word") to become a man in Jesus was in God's mind 
from the beginning. 6 

Because these sects are all antitrinitarian, they have found 
it necessary to come up with novel interpretations of such 
texts as John 1:1. Some of them have even attempted to back 
up their interpretations with analysis of the Greek text, nota¬ 
bly The Way International and the Oneness Pentecostals. 
However, none of these sects have devoted the attention to 
John 1:1 given it by the JWs. Nor has any other antitrinitarian 
sect been as successful as the JWs in passing off their inter¬ 
pretation of John 1:1 as a scholarly based alternative to the 
trinitarian interpretation. This is why the JWs' interpretation 
of John 1:1 is especially deserving of careful analysis and 
refutation from an orthodox perspective. 

Same Text, Conflicting Interpretations 

Because our discussion of John 1:1 will be paying ex¬ 
tremely close attention to the actual words of the text, it will 
be helpful to set out here the Greek text in transliterated 
form, with a word for word rendering underneath. There is 
no disagreement between JWs and orthodox Christians as to 
the text of John's opening verse. 7 



20 


Jesus as God in John 1:1 


en arche en ho logos (Gause A) 

IN BEGINNING WAS THE WORD 

kai ho logos en pros ton theon (Clause B) 

AND THE WORD WAS WITH THE GOD 

kai theos en ho logos (Clause C) 

AND GOD WAS THE WORD 

The JW interpretation of this text is as follows. Clause A: 
The Word came into existence before the creation of the 
physical universe as a mighty angelic being, the first and 
only direct creation of Jehovah God. He was not eternal. 
Clause B: The Word existed alongside Jehovah God as a sepa¬ 
rate entity from God. Clause C: The Word was a god, that is, 
a mighty one, a being wielding great power, specifically a 
mighty angel, sharing some of God's qualities but only to a 
lesser degree or extent. 

The orthodox, trinitarian interpretation of John 1:1 may be 
summarized as follows. Clause A: The Word was continuing to 
exist at the beginning of time, and therefore was eternal. Clause 
B: The Word existed alongside the Father as a distinct person, 
though not a separate entity. Clause C: The Word was God in 
essence, that is, he had the full nature, essence, and attributes 
of God, though he was not the same person as the Father. 

Most critiques of the JW interpretation of John 1:1 focus 
exclusively on Clause C. Though that clause shall require the 
most careful attention, it is necessary to examine the first two 
clauses as well in order to understand John's opening state¬ 
ment as a whole. 

"In the Beginning Was the Word" 

The first two words of the Gospel of John, en arche, also 
begin the Book of Genesis in the Septuagint (LXX). 8 Com¬ 
mentators have frequently pointed out this parallel, and 
have drawn the obvious conclusion that the "beginning" of 
John 1:1 is the same beginning as that of Genesis 1:1. The 
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JWs resist this conclusion, however, because they wish to 
deny that the Word existed "before" the absolute beginning 
of time, since this would mean that the Word was God. 
Thus, in their 1984 Reference Edition of the nwt, they do not 
list Genesis 1:1 as a cross-reference to John 1:1, though three 
other texts are cross-referenced to the word beginning (Prov. 
8:22; Col. 1:15; Rev. 3:14). 9 

There does not, however, seem to be any valid reason to 
deny the connection between the opening words of Genesis 
and John. JWs sometimes argue that the omission of the 
definite article in this clause is significant—"in [the] begin¬ 
ning"—but this argument backfires: the LXX rendering of 
Genesis 1:1 also omits the definite article, and the opening 
words of Genesis in the nwt read "In [the] beginning" 
also! 10 The only other argument seems to be that the expres¬ 
sion en arche of itself need not refer to the beginning of time 
(Acts 11:15; Phil. 4:15). 11 The point is a trivial one, since it is 
the use of the expression at the beginning of the book in the 
context of discussing the creation of all things (John 1:3) that 
makes the expression parallel, not the mere use of the ex¬ 
pression considered by itself. 

Indeed, the parallels between the two passages are many: 

1. The words en arche occur at the beginning of each book; 

2. The name God (ho theos) occurs in the opening sentence 
in each book, and frequently thereafter as well; 

3. Both passages speak about the creation of all things; 

4. The name given to the preexistent Christ, "the Word," 
reminds us of the frequent statement in Genesis, "And 
God said, 'Let there be . . .'" —that is, in Genesis God 
creates by speaking the word, in John he creates 
through the person of the Word; 

5. Both passages in Greek use the words egeneto ("came 
into existence"), phos ("light"), and skotos or skotia 
("darkness"), and both contrast light and darkness. 
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These points of similarity taken together constitute a power¬ 
ful cumulative case for understanding en arche to be referring 
to the same beginning in John 1:1 as that of Genesis 1:1—the 
beginning of time itself. 

It might be helpful here to say something about the 
relationship between time and eternity. Some philosophers 
and theologians maintain that eternity is simply time with no 
beginning and no end, whereas other thinkers hold that eter¬ 
nity is transcendent over time—sometimes called "timeless¬ 
ness," though that is not the most accurate term for it. The 
question of the precise relationship between time and eternity 
is not explicitly answered in Scripture. The statements in 
Hebrews about the creation of the ages (Heb. 1:2; 11:3) suggest 
that time itself is created. Scientific evidence for the "big bang" 
as the beginning of the universe has recently made it clear that 
time and space came into existence together with the creation of 
the material universe. 12 For this reason it is best not to view 
eternity as merely time without beginning, but rather as a 
unique attribute of the transcendent God. 

Once it is understood that en arche in John 1:1 refers to the 
beginning of time, it becomes inescapably clear that John is 
asserting that the Word was eternal. To say that the Word was 
in the beginning is to say the same thing as that the Word 
was already existing when time began. If one wishes to think 
of eternity as time without any actual beginning or ending, 
then one would paraphrase John as meaning that the Word 
existed "before" the beginning; or, if one prefers, as does this 
writer, to think of time as beginning with the creation of the 
space-time universe and of eternity as God's transcendence 
over time, then one would paraphrase John as meaning that 
the Word's existence transcends time. However the point is 
expressed, it is the same: the Word is eternal. 

The JWs, of course, find such a conclusion intolerable. 
They insist that even if the "beginning" of John 1:1 is the 
same as that of Genesis 1:1, that all John means to say is that 
the Word existed before the creation of the physical universe. 
(Since it appears certain that time began with the creation of 
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the physical universe, such an admission would logically 
imply his etemality, but the JWs have evidently not consid¬ 
ered this line of reasoning.) They feel sure that all John wanted 
to say was that the Word has existed since the beginning as the 
first creation of God, but not that the Word was eternal. 

Had John wanted to say that the Word was the first cre¬ 
ation of God, or even simply say that the Word existed before 
the rest of creation, there are a number of ways he could have 
said so clearly and without any possibility of misunderstand¬ 
ing. He could have written, " From the beginning," using the 
word apo instead of en, as he did repeatedly in his writings in 
the expression ap' arches (John 8:44; 15:27; 1 John 1:1; 2:7, 13, 
14, 24; 3:8, 11; 2 John 5, 6). This would trace his existence 
back to the beginning without telling us anything about his 
existence "before" the beginning (if such existence were pos¬ 
sible). Or, he could have written, "In the beginning the Word 
came into existence," substituting for the word en the word 
egeneto, which occurs repeatedly in the Prologue (John 1:3, 6, 
10, 14, 17). This would have settled the debate forever in 
favor of the JW interpretation of the text, since it would be an 
explicit affirmation of the creation of the preincamate Jesus. 
Yet John wrote neither of these things. Instead, he wrote 
what most naturally would be (and as a matter of historical 
record has been) interpreted as a declaration of the etemality 
of the Word. "In the beginning the Word was"; the verb was 
is the imperfect past tense verb en, here unquestionably used 
of durative, continuing existence. To continue existing at the 
beginning of time is to be eternal by definition. 

In an attempt to escape this line of reasoning, the JW 
Nelson Herle has cited A. T. Robertson's comment, "Hence 
we need not insist that en (Jo. 1:1) is strictly durative always 
(imperfect). It may be aorist also." 13 (An aorist is a past tense 
verb that denotes a single event or an act at a single point 
in time, as opposed to an ongoing process or state or 
condition.) What Herle ignores here is that Robertson him¬ 
self indicates that while en is not always durative, in most 
cases it is, and it certainly is in John 1:1. The reason why it 
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must be regarded as durative is that it occurs not just once in 
John 1:1a, but several times in a series of statements about 
the Word (John l:labc, 2, 4ab), none of which is aoristic. 
Moreover, there is a strong and measured contrast in the 
Prologue (John 1:1-18) between the imperfect en and the 
aorist egeneto, which proves beyond question that en in John 
1:1 is durative. 

Our examination of Clause A of John 1:1, then, leads us to 
conclude that John very clearly teaches that the Word was 
eternal. This one statement, however, would not have been 
sufficient to identify the Word. Is "the Word" simply another 
name for God? Is the Word merely an attribute of God—his 
reason, or mind—and nothing more, or is the Word a real 
person? If he is a real person, is he identical in every sense 
with God, or is he identical in some sense with God, or is he 
a separate entity apart from God, though eternal? It is neces¬ 
sary to read and interpret correctly the second and third 
clauses of John 1:1 to answer these questions properly. 

"And the Word Was with God" 

Before discussing the meaning of this statement, a pecu¬ 
liar sideline argument frequently raised by the JWs in this 
connection ought to be mentioned. It is extremely common 
for JWs to ask with reference to this text why the Holy Spirit 
is not mentioned as another person who was also with God. 
The answer is that John was concerned at that point to write 
about the Word, not the Holy Spirit. The JWs reason that if 
the Holy Spirit is not mentioned in John 1:1, then the Holy 
Spirit either (a) was not there; or (b) was not a person; they 
opt for the latter explanation. But there is a third explanation: 
John simply did not care to mention the Holy Spirit at that 
point. One could just as easily (and mistakenly) argue that 
because Matthew mentions only two women at Jesus' tomb 
(Matt. 28:1), that there were only those two women there 
(compare Mark 16:1; Luke 24:10). It is foolish to build opposi¬ 
tion to historic orthodox Christian doctrine on such weak 
arguments from silence. 
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Next, a brief comment is in order about the spelling of the 
words for "God" in John 1:1. In Clause B the word is theon, 
whereas in Clause C it is theos. Uninformed JWs have often 
said that the different spellings indicated different meanings 
for the words. Fortunately, the Watchtower Society has pub¬ 
lished an official statement admitting that this is not so. As 
the article correctly noted, "... the difference is simply a 
matter of complying with the Greek grammatical case 
used." 14 In languages such as Greek, nouns have different 
endings depending on what function they perform in the 
sentence. The Greek word for "God," theos , can be spelled a 
variety of ways depending on its grammatical case, as the 
following sentences illustrate: 

"See, the Lamb of God" (theou; John 1:29 nwt) 

"No man has seen God at any time" (theon; John 1:18a nwt) 
"For God so loved the world" (theos; John 3:16 nwt) 

In the above sentences, theou is in what is called the genitive 
case, theon is in the accusative case, and theos is in the nomi¬ 
native case. "Nominative" refers to the case in which a noun 
is used either as the subject or to further identify the subject. 
In the sentence "John, the man you saw, is a teacher," the 
words John, man, and teacher are all nominative (although 
only the word John is the subject). 

There is no need here to discuss the meaning of the term 
with (pros), since the JWs (unlike modalists such as the 
Oneness Pentecostals) recognize that the Word was a person 
existing alongside the one called "God." What needs to be 
treated in some depth is the question of how the Word can 
be with God and yet be God. The most basic Watchtower 
argument against taking John 1:1 as an affirmation that the 
Word is Almighty God is that the Word is said in the same 
verse to be "with God," and obviously no one can be with 
himself; therefore, the Word cannot be God. 15 

In one respect the JWs are quite right. The Word certainly 
cannot be with "God" and be "God" unless the term God 
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somehow changes significance from the first to the second 
usage. The question is what sort of shift in nuance is to be 
inferred. This question cannot be answered apart from a 
careful study of Clause C. The error into which JWs fall here 
is the tacit assumption that "the Word was God" would nec¬ 
essarily mean "the Word was the Father." Orthodox Chris¬ 
tianity denies this interpretation, believing John to mean that 
the Word was with God (the Father) and that the Word was 
God by nature (the Son). A fully expanded translation-para- 
phrase of John 1:1 that brings out the shift as understood by 
trinitarian interpreters might read as follows: 

In the beginning the Word was existing; 

and the Word was existing in relationship with the person 
commonly known as God, that is, the Father; 

and the Word was Himself essentially God. 

There is nothing contradictory about saying that the Word 
was with God and was God as long as "God" is used in two 
distinct senses in the sentence. Indeed, the JWs themselves 
believe that "God" is used in two different senses in John 1:1; 
where they go wrong is in denying that the second person is 
just as much God by nature as the first person. The question, 
then, becomes which interpretation is warranted by John's 
wording. 

It is thus wrongheaded to criticize the trinitarian inter¬ 
pretation of John 1:1 as if it assumed that "God" has exactly 
the same significance in Clause B as in Clause C. One JW 
publication argued that if "God" is understood to mean the 
Trinity, then John 1:1 would mean that the Word was with 
the Trinity and was the Trinity; or if "God" is taken to refer to 
the Father, then the Word was with the Father and was the 
Father! 16 Such reasoning is extremely superficial and ignores 
what trinitarian interpreters actually say the text means. 

It might be asked on what basis the trinitarian would inter¬ 
pret "God" in Clause B to mean "God the Father" and "God" 
in Clause C to mean God and yet refer not to the Father but 
to the Son. The answer to this question must await a careful 
study of Clause C, which we will begin in the next chapter. 
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The Case of the 
Missing Article 
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X he usual translation of John 1:1c "and the Word 
was God" can be misunderstood, as it commonly is by the 
JWs, to imply that the Word was the same person as the 
person with whom he existed in the beginning, which 
would of course be nonsense. For this reason, many biblical 
translators and commentators favor translating Clause C 
"and the Word was God by nature" or "essential Deity" or 
some equivalent rendering, to make it clear that John is mak¬ 
ing the Word fully God yet personally distinct from the per¬ 
son called "God" in Clause B. If we used definite articles the 
way John did, the translation, "In the beginning was the 
Word, and the Word was with the God, and the Word was 
God," might be best; but to translate "with the God," though 
literal in its word-for-word correspondence, is awkward En¬ 
glish. The translation, "In the beginning was the Word, and 
the Word was with the Deity, and the Word was Deity," is 
perhaps as nearly literal a translation as possible that brings 
out the distinction that John was attempting to make. The 
one chief defect of this translation is that we do not usually 
render theos in the New Testament as "Deity," so that it 
sounds somewhat strange to our ears; but it is still perhaps 
the closest we can come without paraphrasing. 

The JWs wish to interpret John 1:1 to mean that the Word 
was a divine being of some sort, but of a lesser and inferior 
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kind as compared to the one called God in Clause B. To back 
up this interpretation, they have over the years appealed to 
numerous translations, commentaries, articles, grammatical 
textbooks, and other scholarly sources which they feel lend 
credence to their interpretation. Sorting through what these 
various sources have said, and learning through careful 
study what they actually meant, will show that in almost 
every instance the JWs have misunderstood the sources they 
quote. Furthermore, a careful study of the grammatical prin¬ 
ciples at issue will show that the trinitarian interpretation 
rests securely on the entire body of relevant evidence, and 
that there is no reasonable possibility of the JW interpretation 
being correct. 

Definition of Terms 

Unfortunately, there are a great deal of technical and semi- 
technical terms used in discussing the nuances of the Greek 
language found in John 1:1 and other texts used for com¬ 
parison purposes. It will be necessary to discuss how these 
terms are used before proceeding. A key point to observe in 
this connection is that scholars tend to use terms in some¬ 
what different ways, and misunderstanding will abound if 
these subtle differences are not identified and kept in mind. 
It is also extremely important to note that not all dictionary 
definitions of all these terms will necessarily apply or include 
the nuances of some of these terms as used by biblical schol¬ 
ars (although such standard dictionaries as Webster's can be 
used to verify most of the following definitions). 

We may first discuss the terms grammar (and grammatical) 
and syntax (and syntactical). Grammar is a general term used 
for the study of words and their functions and interrela¬ 
tionships in sentences. Syntax refers to the study of word 
order in sentences—how the order in which words appear 
in a sentence affects the meaning of the sentence (for exam¬ 
ple, in English compare "You are here" with "Are you here?" 
and "Here you are!"). Sometimes scholars treat syntax as a 
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branch of grammar; at other times grammar and syntax are 
treated as two divisions of the study of a language (with 
grammar focusing on the spelling, form, and function of in¬ 
dividual words treated in isolation). 

The word literal is generally used to mean that which cor¬ 
responds as closely as possible with the original wording, as 
opposed to a paraphrase (in which the original wording is 
abandoned in favor of an alternate wording which is felt to 
communicate the original meaning clearer in English than a 
literal translation would). There are relative degrees of liter¬ 
alness and paraphrasing. For example, the opening words of 
John 3:16 in the King James Version (kjv), "For God so loved 
the world ..." may be called a "literal" translation, insofar 
as it represents as accurate a rendering of the original in 
English as the differences between the two languages per¬ 
mit. However, this "literal" translation completely changes 
the word order, as it must to be intelligible English. We 
might say that a more "literal" rendering would be, "so for 
loved God the world." However, that would not make the 
kjv rendering any less accurate. An example of a paraphrase 
of these words might be, "For God the Father loved the 
human race so much. ..." Another example is the fact, al¬ 
ready pointed out at the beginning of this chapter, that trans¬ 
lating John 1:1b "and the Word was with the God" is not 
necessarily the best translation, even though it is the most 
"literal," that is, closest to a word-for-word translation, be¬ 
cause English idiom requires us to drop the definite article in 
this context. 

Sometimes "literal" is contrasted not with "paraphrased" 
or the like, but with "figurative." Figurative language is the 
use of words to represent, picture, or suggest concepts or 
images relating to things other than signified by the usual 
meaning of the words. It involves using what are usually 
called "figures of speech," which can be classified into vari¬ 
ous subcategories of figurative language (metaphor, simile, 
allegory, irony, and so forth). "Jack is a nut" is a sentence 
using a common metaphor in which the word nut is used to 
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represent someone who is crazy, unbalanced, obsessed 
(thus, "Jack is a football nut"), or similarly odd. It would be a 
mistake to ask "what Jack and [literal] nuts have in com¬ 
mon," because the metaphorical use of the word nut has 
really nothing to do with any properties about nuts that are 
also inherent in obsessed or mentally unbalanced persons! 

Then there are a number of terms used to state whether or 
not a noun has a definite article ("the") in front of it. The 
words anarthrous and nonarticular both mean that the word 
does not have the definite article, while the words arthrous 
and articular both mean that the noun does have the article in 
front of it. Of these, anarthrous and articular seem to be 
most common, but our purpose here is to understand the 
terms, not evaluate them as to how standard they are. Be¬ 
cause the word for "God" (theos) in John 1:1c does not have a 
definite article in front of it, it is said to be anarthrous; thus, 
this term will appear quite a bit in discussions of John 1:1. 

The terms definite and indefinite would seem straightfor¬ 
ward enough, but they have turned out to be used in slightly 
different senses depending on the scholarly source using 
them. It is natural to understand definite to mean "articular" 
and indefinite to mean "anarthrous," and so these terms are 
occasionally used, but usually not. Most often, definite is 
used of a noun that refers to a specific, identifiable person or 
thing. For example, in the sentence, "Joe is going to the 
hospital," hospital is articular, but not necessarily definite, 
because in American English idiom "the hospital" could be 
any hospital. However, if Joe is a doctor who works at a 
certain hospital, then in that context "the hospital" probably 
would be definite. In other words, the same noun in the 
same exact sentence might be definite in one context and not 
definite in another context. In the sentence "Mary is going 
home," home is anarthrous, yet definite, because there is a 
specific home in view (that is, Mary's). Furthermore, in both 
of these sentences, the subject is anarthrous yet quite defi¬ 
nite ("Joe," "Mary"). This is because proper names in En¬ 
glish do not normally require the definite article to be 
definite. 
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The word indefinite is usually used to mean simply any 
noun that is not definite, that is, which does not refer to a 
specific, identifiable person or thing. However, sometimes 
the word is used specifically to refer to a noun that in English 
has an indefinite article (a, an) in front of it. In the sentence, 
"An old man is king," both nouns man and king are indefi¬ 
nite in the usual sense, but only "man" is indefinite in the 
second, more narrow, sense. 

With the above definitions of definite and indefinite in view, 
a key observation may be made. A noun's being definite or 
indefinite affects whether or not it has reference to a specific 
person or thing, but not the basic meaning of the word. In 
"Joe is going to the hospital," the word hospital has the same 
meaning whether it is definite or indefinite; in either case it 
refers to an institution which gives medical or surgical care to 
the sick or injured. However, if it is definite, it should be 
possible from some preceding context to determine which 
hospital. 

To further complicate matters, the same language can use 
the definite article in different ways, depending on the pe¬ 
riod or geographical location of the speaker. In the USA we 
would say, "Mary is in the hospital," with "the hospital" 
normally being used generically, with no specific hospital 
indicated. In Britain, however, the same sentence would usu¬ 
ally be worded, "Mary is in hospital," yet with absolutely no 
change in meaning. Although in the American idiom hospital 
is arthrous while in British idiom it is anarthrous, in both 
cases "hospital" is indefinite. Similar variations in the use of 
the definite article can be detected in Greek, depending on 
the period or even the geographical area of the writer. 

Another two words that require definition are distributed 
and undistributed. A distributed term is one which represents 
every member of the class of persons or things named by 
that term, while an undistributed term does not. In the sen¬ 
tence "Mary is a mother," the term Mary is distributed, while 
mother is undistributed (not every mother is Mary, but the 
one person meant by the name Mary is a mother). In the 
sentence "All mothers are women," mothers is distributed. 
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while women is not (not all women are mothers). Note that 
the meaning of a word like mother does not change depending 
on whether it is distributed or not; only its logical function in 
the sentence changes. 

Particularly important and tricky words are qualitative and 
adjectival. Much of the debate over the meaning of John 1:1c 
in recent years has reduced to a debate about the meaning 
especially of the term qualitative as used by certain biblical 
scholars. As used by grammarians, a noun is said to be 
"qualitative" if its function in the sentence is primarily to 
indicate the essential qualities, characteristics, nature, or at¬ 
tributes of something. The term adjectival is used more or less 
synonymously. "Adjectival" simply means functioning as an 
adjective; and an adjective is a word that describes some¬ 
thing. In the sentence "George was a man," the word man is, 
of course, indefinite; it may also be qualitative or adjectival, 
in the sense that it functions primarily to describe the person 
identified by the noun George. Again, however, this does not 
change the meaning of the word; in the sentences "George 
was a man" and "The man you saw was George," the word 
man refers to the same kind of being in both cases. In other 
words, a noun's being qualitative or adjectival (as well as 
definite or indefinite) alters its function in the sentence and 
its specific significance, but not its basic meaning. 

It is also important to distinguish between qualitative and 
figurative uses of a noun. A noun is used qualitatively if it 
functions to identify one or more essential characteristics of 
something. It is used figuratively if it functions in something 
other than its normal or customary ("literal") usage. "Herod 
is a man" is qualitative; "Herod is a fox" is figurative. While a 
noun may be used indefinitely and qualitatively, or indefi¬ 
nitely and figuratively, the concepts of qualitative and figur¬ 
ative should not be confused. 

The word generic somewhat overlaps in meaning with 
qualitative, but is somewhat distinct. A word is used "gener- 
ically" when it is used to refer to any or every thing that goes 
by that name. In the sentence "Man is a rational animal," the 
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word man is used genetically, because it stands for all those 
who may be called "man" (including men and women). 

A predicate noun is a noun which functions as the predicate 
or subject complement in a sentence. The word man is a 
predicate noun in each of the following sentences: "George 
was a man"; "George was the man"; "George is a tall man"; 
"My friend George was at one time an important man in the 
town." In John 1:1c, "and the Word was God," God (theos) is a 
predicate noun. The term predicate nominative is also used fre¬ 
quently for a predicate noun, because the noun is in the nom¬ 
inative case (see discussion of "nominative" in chapter 1). 

The terms nature, essence (and essential), character (and 
characteristic), and being are roughly synonymous terms as 
used in this context. They are all used by scholars to refer to 
that collection of basic properties or attributes that makes a 
thing what it is, that which marks out what kind of thing it is, 
and sets it apart from other things. The term nature has the 
specific idea of that which comes intrinsically and normally 
from within the thing named. (The JWs are in error when 
they argue that, because etymologically the word nature 
stems from a word meaning "bom," it is improper to speak 
of God as having a "nature." 1 They fail to appreciate the fact 
that a word can have a meaning which goes beyond its orig¬ 
inal formation or etymological roots.) A thing's "essence" is 
that without which it would not be what it is: for example, a 
mind is essential to a human being; fingers, though normally 
part of every human being, are not essential to humanness. 
The "character" of a thing is its basic type, kind, or sort; a 
"characteristic" is one aspect of a thing's character, an identi¬ 
fying mark. Although the word character certainly can be 
used to refer to a person's moral disposition, this is not the 
usual meaning in the context of a grammatical analysis. Being 
is a word sometimes used synonymously with "essence," 
and refers to that which is, the thing itself as it exists inde¬ 
pendently of other things. 

Finally, something should be said about the various words 
for deity. The word God in English Judeo-Christian usage 
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refers generally to the God called Yahweh ("Jehovah") in the 
Old Testament—biblically, the true God, the only real God. 
The word god is used occasionally as a translation of the 
Hebrew el or Greek theos without regard for whether it refers 
to the true God or not; most often as a term for anything 
other than the true God regarded by men as worthy of wor¬ 
ship (and thus for false gods); and by henotheists (those who 
believe that there are many gods, only one of which deserves 
worship) as a term used for beings considered to be gen¬ 
uinely worthy of some sort of religious honor, even though 
viewed as inferior to the real God. The English distinction 
between God and god is not found in all languages. German, 
for example, always capitalizes "Gott," whether or not it re¬ 
fers to the true God, because in German all nouns must be 
capitalized. 

The word godlike means something that is not actually a 
god, but is like a god, or even like God in certain respects, 
probably including the notion of a being possessing great 
power. 

The word divine indicates either that something belongs to 
God (or a god) or is characteristic of God (or a god), depend¬ 
ing on who is using the term and in what context. Biblical 
scholars often use the term to mean that which is charac¬ 
teristic of God, or even to mean that which possesses the 
nature of God. The word deity generally refers either to the 
essence of God or, in a polytheistic context, to anything re¬ 
garded as a god. The word Deity refers specifically to the 
single God of monotheism, to the being of God. 

On the difference between divine and deity, Ed. L. Miller 
writes: 

It would appear that for most there is a difference in affirming 
of x that it is "divine" and that it is "deity." It is the difference 
between some sort of participation in or likeness to deity and 
deity itself. Qearly, "divine" is weaker and more ambiguous a 
term than "deity" and "God ." 2 

In evangelical circles this is certainly true, and for this reason 
evangelicals tend to dismiss the rendering "the Word was 
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divine" (see Goodspeed, Moffatt) as somehow a denial of the 
deity of Christ. However, this is not necessarily the case 
(although sometimes it is). For many theologians and schol¬ 
ars the word divine is simply an adjectival form of "divinity," 
the old term for "deity," so that in their terminology "the 
Word was divine" would mean "the Word was deity" or the 
equivalent. For example, Bruce Vawter commented on John 
1:1, "The Word is divine, but he is not all of divinity, for he 
has already been distinguished from another divine Per¬ 
son." 3 Here divine is simply an adjectival form of divinity, 
which is equivalent to deity in Vawter's terminology, as can be 
seen from the fact that elsewhere Vawter refers to "the three 
divine Persons" of the Trinity. 4 Hamer is quite right, then, 
when he comments: 

Undoubtedly Vawter means that the Word is "divine" in the 
same sense that ho theos is divine. But the English language is 
not as versatile at this point as Greek, and we can avoid mis¬ 
understanding the English phrase only if we are aware of the 
particular force of the Greek expression that it represents. 5 

The Absence of the Article 

In John 1:1c, there are two nouns in the nominative case 
(that is, the case in which nouns are used as the subject), 
theos and logos. These two nouns are connected by a form of 
the verb "to be" (called by grammarians a "linking verb" or 
"copula"), in this case the verb en ("was"). If this were all we 
knew, it would be difficult to determine which noun was the 
subject and which was the predicate (or, as it is sometimes 
called, the subject complement). In other words, we might 
not know whether John's point was that "God was Word" or 
"Word was God." The word order in Greek places the word 
theos first, but this does not necessarily mean that theos is the 
subject, since in Greek the subject often appears in the mid¬ 
dle or at the end of the sentence (unlike English, in which 
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the subject usually appears toward the beginning of the sen¬ 
tence or clause). 

However, there is one other piece of information. The defi¬ 
nite article ho appears in front of logos but not in front of theos. 
Thus, the clause reads, theos en ho logos. The use of the article 
in front of logos but not in front of theos —whatever else this 
may mean—indicates, according to biblical grammarians, 
that logos is the subject of the clause. Thus, we should trans¬ 
late "The Word was God" not "God was the Word" when 
rendering the clause into English, even though the latter 
translation follows the Greek word order exactly, since such a 
translation implies, in English, that "God" is the subject of 
the clause, whereas in fact "Word" is the subject. 

This distinction has been explained, for example, by A. T. 
Robertson: 

The subject is made plain by the article (ho logos) and the 
predicate without it (theos) just as in John 4:24 pneuma ho theos 
can only mean "God is spirit," not "spirit is God." So in 
I John 4:16 ho theos agape estin can only mean "God is love," 
not "love is God" as a so-called Christian scientist [i.e., fol¬ 
lower of Mary Baker Eddy] would confusedly say. For the 
article with the predicate see Robertson, Grammar, pp. 767f, 

So in John 1:14 ho Logos sarx egeneto, "the Word became flesh," 
not "the flesh became Word." 6 

C. H. Dodd, in commenting on John 1:1, makes the same 
point: 

On the other hand 7 it may be argued that the absence of the 
article is a purely grammatical phenomenon. The general rule 
is that in a sentence containing the verb "to be" as a copula 
the subject has the article and a predicate noun is anarthrous, 
even though it be definite. Hence, if theos was to be used 
predicatively it would be anarthrous, without any necessary 
change of meaning from the ho theos of the preceding clause. 
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Purely grammatical considerations therefore do not close the 

question . 8 

Examples could easily be multiplied but need not. There is 
absolutely no dispute among biblical scholars and Greek 
grammarians that in John 1:1 logos is the subject and theos the 
predicate, and that this is indicated by the presence of the 
article with logos and its absence with theos. So much at least 
may be regarded as incontrovertible fact (not even disputed 
by the Witnesses). The question is whether there is any fur¬ 
ther significance to the omission of the article before theos. 

There is, besides the lack of the article before theos, another 
bit of information that is generally regarded as significant for 
correctly interpreting the meaning of theos —namely, the 
order of the words in the clause. Now, in some respects the 
order of words is not nearly so significant in Greek as in 
English. For example, as has already been noted, English 
tends to keep the subject toward the beginning of the main 
clause, whereas Greek can have the subject in the middle or 
at the end of the sentence or clause. However, this com¬ 
parative lack of importance of word order or syntax should 
not be exaggerated into the completely erroneous claim that 
word order is irrelevant or insignificant in Greek. Such is not 
the case. Several volumes on the subject of Greek syntax 
have been written in this century, all of them testifying to the 
many ways in which word order can affect the precise mean¬ 
ing of Greek sentences. 9 Therefore, the possibility that the 
word order used in John 1:1c might reflect a particular shade 
of meaning ought at least to be considered. 

What most biblical scholars who have discussed John 1:1 
in detail have found particularly significant about the word 
order of Clause C is the fact that the anarthrous predicate 
nominative theos precedes the linking verb en ("was"). In 
other words, it has generally been agreed that John's writing 
theos en ho logos instead of ho logos en theos is somehow signifi¬ 
cant. The placement of theos before the verb instead of after it 
is thought to indicate a different nuance of some sort. 
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We have, then, two facts about the precise wording of 
John 1:1 which biblical scholars believe to be somehow sig¬ 
nificant for the exact meaning of the sentence: 1) The word 
theos is anarthrous, while logos is arthrous; and 2) the word 
theos stands before the linking verb, not after. The first fact, 
all agree, indicates that logos is the subject and theos the predi¬ 
cate; the question is whether there is any other significance 
to this fact. The second fact is generally regarded as also 
somehow significant, especially when taken together with 
the first fact. 

In what follows we shall seek to examine the evidence 
carefully to see what the reason is for the particular wording 
which John used. We shall examine some of the theories 
scholars have put forth to explain the significance of the 
word order and the absence of the article before theos. What 
we shall learn will prove beyond any reasonable doubt that 
the JWs' interpretation of John 1:1 is completely untenable. 
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il great deal of confusion over John 1:1 swirls 
about the grammatical terminology used, as has already 
been noted. This is particularly true with respect to the terms 
definite, indefinite, and qualitative. It has often been assumed— 
by both JWs and Christians—that if and only if theos in John 
1:1 is definite, then "the Word was God" is correct, while if 
theos is admitted to be either qualitative or indefinite in any 
sense, then the JWs are vindicated and "the Word was a 
god" is justified. This assumption is unwarranted. 

The word definite, as has already been explained, is used of 
a noun that refers to a specific, identifiable person or thing, 
whether or not the noun has a definite article in front of it 
(either in English or in the other language), while indefinite 
refers to any noun that is not "definite." The confusion 
comes in thinking that it is always legitimate to translate an 
indefinite noun with an indefinite article a or an in English. 
This is certainly not the case. For example, we would not 
normally translate abstract nouns with an indefinite article 
even when the usage is indefinite. Titles may or may not take 
an indefinite article when they are indefinite. We should not, 
therefore, equate "indefinite" nouns in Greek with indefinite 
translations in English. 

So, for example, in the sentence "... God is love" (1 John 
4:8), we would never translate the indefinite abstract noun 
love as "a love." In our earlier example sentence "An old man 
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is king/' we would not normally render the indefinite title 
"king" as "a king"; but the sentence "George is king" could 
be modified to read, "George is a king." Most important to 
notice here is that the meaning of "king" does not really 
change; only its significance in the context of the sentence 
varies slightly. 

To understand what it would mean to assert that in John 
1:1c theos is definite, it is helpful to reconsider the signifi¬ 
cance of ton theon in the preceding clause. We noted in our 
earlier discussion of that clause that the orthodox interpreta¬ 
tion of "the Word was with God" was that "the Word was 
existing in relationship with the person commonly known as 
God, that is, the Father" (chapter 1), but did not offer a 
thorough defense of that interpretation. The key here is the 
articular ton theon. One of the most basic uses of the definite 
article in Greek (and in English as well), beyond purely 
grammatical functions, is to identify the subject of the noun 
as one already known to the listeners or readers. 

The function of the article is to point out (it was in origin a 
demonstrative), to determine, to set apart from others, to 
identify as this or these and not simply "such." We can there¬ 
fore always be sure that the use of the article shows the thing 
spoken of to have been in the author's mind (or in that of 
those whose speech-habits established current usage) deter¬ 
minate and familiar. . . - 1 

The text before us is the opening line of the Gospel of John 
and therefore the first use in that book of theos. In this context 
the use of the definite article in the expression pros ton theon 
clearly serves to identify as theon ("God") the person com¬ 
monly known to John's readers (who accepted the God of the 
Old Testament as the true God) as such—specifically, the 
person whom Jesus called "the Father," and whom the apos¬ 
tles later were to call "God the Father." That is, ton theon in 
John 1:1b refers specifically to God the Father. This con¬ 
clusion is shown to be correct by the references later in the 
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“Prologue" to John's Gospel to the Father as the One with 
whom the Word existed (John 1:14, 18). 

The significance of theon being definite in Clause B, then, 
is to identify the One spoken of there as a specific person— 
God the Father. If, then, theos in Clause C were to be "defi¬ 
nite" in the same way that theon is in Clause B, it would then 
be saying that the Word was God the Father. Such a state¬ 
ment would contradict Clause B and imply some sort of 
modalistic view of God, which of course trinitarians oppose 
(though JWs often misconstrue the doctrine of the Trinity as 
teaching modalism 2 ). 

This conclusion—that theos in Clause C could not be defi¬ 
nite without contradicting Clause B and implying heresy— 
should not be misunderstood to be a denial that Jesus is 
God. First of all, it must be remembered that what is indef¬ 
inite in Greek need not—and sometimes must not—be trans¬ 
lated with an indefinite article in English. The reason why it 
would be incorrect to translate theos "a god" shall be made 
clear as we progress; the fact is that such a rendering is not 
necessitated by theos being indefinite. Second, the point that 
is being made here is that for theos to be definite in this 
context —after just using the definite ton theon to refer specifi¬ 
cally to the person of the Father—would be modalistic. This 
does not mean that theos cannot ever be definite when ap¬ 
plied to Christ, nor does it mean that Christ cannot be called 
theos with the definite article ho. Christ is, in fact, called 
"God" with the definite article in several other texts (John 
20:28; Titus 2:13; 2 Peter 1:1; 1 John 5:20). 3 It is true, however, 
that none of these passages calls Christ simply ho theos with¬ 
out qualification, evidently because this expression was so 
firmly associated with the person of the Father. Thus he is 
called "my God," "our God and Savior," "our great God and 
Savior," and "the true God and eternal life"—all using the 
definite article, all indisputably identifying Christ as the Al¬ 
mighty God of the Old Testament, but all avoiding identify¬ 
ing him as the person of the Father. 
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Therefore, those who have argued that in John 1:1 theos is 
definite were in error. 4 However, in some cases the point 
they were trying to make was a valid one. A careful study of 
the arguments of those who have said that theos is definite 
will reveal that often what they meant was that theos should 
be translated "God" rather than "a god." In other words, 
they were talking about how the word should be translated, 
not about whether it was actually definite or indefinite in the 
Greek text. Their mistake was in attributing to the Greek 
word theos the apparent definiteness of the English word 
"God" generally used to translate theos. 

To say then that in John 1:1c theos is indefinite is to say 
nothing more than that the Word is not being identified as 
the specific person of the Father. As surprising as it may 
seem, arguing that theos is definite in this context actually is 
inconsistent with the trinitarian distinction between the Fa¬ 
ther and the Son. 

What though does it mean to say that theos is qualitative? It 
needs to be clarified immediately that "qualitative" is not a 
third category of noun analysis; that is, nouns do not fall 
neatly into three baskets marked definite, indefinite, and 
qualitative. Rather, qualitative is a term that can apply to 
both definite and indefinite nouns. It refers to a noun, 
whether definite or indefinite (though the latter is more com¬ 
mon), which in context expresses "the nature or character of 
the subject." 5 As has already been explained in chapter 2, 
the qualitative use of a noun does not alter its basic meaning, 
but simply gives it a particular nuance which emphasizes the 
subject's characteristics or qualities as such. For instance, 
the word "king" in the sentences "George was a king" and 
"The king was George" means the same thing exactly in both 
instances, but in the second sentence refers to a specific king 
while in the first it emphasizes George's nature or function. 

To say that in John 1:1c theos is "qualitative," then, does not 
imply that theos means anything less than it means in 1:1b. It 
is simply another way of saying that the Word is called God 
with reference to his nature, essence, or being, and does not 
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identify the Word as a specific person. This can be seen by 
examining other instances of the qualitative use of the noun, 
as we shall demonstrate shortly. At this point, however, it is 
necessary to examine more closely the misuse of the term 
"qualitative" by the JWs in the service of their "a god" ren¬ 
dering, and their use of alleged "parallels" in support. 

Indefinite Parallels to John 1:1 

In recent years a list of parallels to John 1:1 has been 
presented by the JWs in a chart published in the 1984 Refer¬ 
ence Edition of the nwt and drawn from Nelson Herle's 
manuscript on the Trinity. 6 This chart lists eleven verses con¬ 
taining anarthrous predicate nouns preceding the verb, each 
of which in most translations is normally rendered with an 
indefinite article. The example most often cited from this list 
is John 6:70, where Jesus says to his disciples (regarding 
Judas Iscariot), "... one of you is a devil" (or, a slanderer; 
the word is diabolos). Here the predicate noun diabolos pre¬ 
cedes the verb estin ("is"). 

Such texts are indeed examples of the fact that anarthrous 
predicate nominatives preceding the verb can, in some cases, 
be indefinite, and can even be rendered with the indefinite 
article a or an. This does not disturb the interpretation of John 
1:1 presented here, however, because our position is that 
theos in John 1:1 is "indefinite" in the sense of being used 
generically. Furthermore, not all indefinite nouns should be 
rendered with a or an, as has already been explained. 

A careful look at the nouns in the New Testament which 
are anarthrous and precede the verb and should be trans¬ 
lated with the indefinite article reveals that the nouns never 
change their basic meaning as a result of being used or even trans¬ 
lated indefinitely. This point shall be thoroughly documented 
later in this chapter. 

The most thorough treatment of indefinite anarthrous 
predicates as compared to John 1:1 by a JW appears to be by 
Nelson Herle. Herle comments on the meaning of five such 
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texts (Mark 11:32; John 6:70; 8:44; 10:2; 12:6), and then offers 
the following explanation of the "qualitative" use of a noun: 

Use of this type of expression in our everyday speech is 
common. "He is a brain" = 'he is intelligent'; "he is a Ca¬ 
ruso" = 'he is a great singer': "she is an angel" = 'she is 
sweet, compassionate'; "he is a Spartan" = 'he is brave, 
highly disciplined, hardy'. In English, the same word order is 
used in both an indefinite and qualitative significance; how¬ 
ever, emphasis or word stress shows the difference. In Greek, 
this is accomplished by word order; the verb before or after 
the noun. . . . 

With this it is clear what is meant by the phrase, "the Word 
was a god"; the Word was, godlike, holy, righteous, divine 
and virtuous. The Word was not "the God"; not "God"; not "a 
god", that is 'one of the gods'; the Word was, "a god ." 7 

Herle has made a number of mistakes here, the most basic 
of which is that he has confused the concepts of figurative 
and qualitative (see the discussion of these terms above in 
chapter 2). The anarthrous predicate noun preceding the 
verb can be used figuratively (for example, "a sweet odor," 
2 Cor. 2:15 nwt), but this is incidental to the grammar or 
syntax, as has already been explained. Of the five "parallels" 
Herle discusses, at least three must be taken in the usual, 
literal sense ("prophet," Mark 11:32; "manslayer" and "liar," 
John 8:44; "thief," John 12:6). Indeed, the meaning of these 
words in their contexts is quite straightforward and much 
simpler than Herle's explanations would suggest. For exam¬ 
ple, in John 12:6 we read that Judas "was a thief" (nwt); 
Herle's interpretation is as follows: 

He was not merely a thief, one who stole. But he was a thief, 
he want[ed] to steal; his nature was to steal; stealing was in 
his heart. He was a thief '. 8 

This rather elaborate interpretation has no basis in the 
qualitative use of a noun as understood by grammarians, nor 
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is there any reason to interpret generally anarthrous predi¬ 
cate nouns preceding the verb in this manner, as a study of 
such passages will make clear. 


Analysis of Grammatical Parallels 

At this point, we are ready for a comprehensive look at 
anarthrous predicate nouns preceding the verb. In the fol¬ 
lowing analysis various categories of usage have been identi¬ 
fied. Some of these may rightly be regarded as overlapping. 
Furthermore, some of the specific texts may be variously 
categorized, depending on the precise interpretation of the 
text. It is not always easy to tell whether a noun is definite or 
indefinite. Still, that these various kinds of usages can be 
found should not be doubted. Finally, these lists are as com¬ 
plete as I have been able to make them, although no claim is 
made to being exhaustive. 9 


Definite-Qualitative. These are nouns which appear from 
the context to be referring to one definite or specific individual 
person or thing (whether or not it is the only one ever identi¬ 
fied by that noun). In most of these contexts a "qualitative" 
aspect is evident, though not necessarily prominent. 


God 

Lord of the sabbath 
Lord = unique Lord 
Lord = Jehovah (nwt) 
King (of Israel/the Jews) 
Son of man 10 
Leader 
bridegroom 
high priest 
Abraham 


Phil. 2:13; Heb. 11:16 
Matt. 12:8; Mark 2:28; Luke 6:5 
Rev. 17:14 
1 Cor. 4:4 

Matt. 27:42; John 1:49; 19:21 

John 5:27 

Matt. 23:10 

John 3:29 

John 11:49, 51 

John 8:39 
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light John 9:5 

shepherd John 10:2 

mediator Heb. 9:15 

Sinai Gal. 4:25 

propitiatory sacrifice 1 John 2:2 

footstool Matt. 5:35 

city Matt. 5:35 


These nouns are "definite" in that they have specific refer¬ 
ence to one person or thing, even though in most cases there 
is also a qualitative aspect to the noun. Some of them in 
English must even be translated with a definite article, and 
none would normally be translated with an indefinite article 
(though note Hebrews 9:15 and 1 John 2:2 in the nwt). 

It is noteworthy that in two instances an anarthrous predi¬ 
cate theos preceding the verb must be considered definite and 
translated "God." In Philippians 2:13 the usual translation, 
"God is the one working in you," may not be exactly right, 
because ho energon ("the one working"), with the article, is 
apparently the subject, and theos, without the article, is evi¬ 
dently the predicate. If this is so, then a more accurate ren¬ 
dering in English might be "The one who is working in you 
is God." This interpretation also fits the context well; after 
urging the Philippians to work out their salvation (2:12), Paul 
reminds them that the one who will actually effect this work¬ 
ing out is none other than God. In the other text, Hebrews 
11:16, a literal translation would be "God is not ashamed of 
them, to be called upon by them as God." The second "God" 
is anarthrous, and is clearly qualitative. In neither Philip¬ 
pians 2:13 nor Hebrews 11:16 can the word theos be trans¬ 
lated anything other than "God." 

Another text worth noting, though not listed above, is 
Romans 8:33b, usually translated, "God is the one who justi¬ 
fies." The Greek reads theos ho dikaion, with no linking verb 
expressed (which is why it is not listed above, because there 
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is no verb for the predicate noun to precede). However, in a 
case similar to Philippians 2:13, it would probably be more 
accurate to translate “the one who justifies is God." 

As we have already explained, theos in John 1:1 should not 
be interpreted strictly speaking as "definite," in the sense 
that ton theon is definite in the second clause of the verse. 
However, the examples of Philippians 2:13 and Hebrews 
11:16 demonstrate that a qualitative use of the anarthrous 
theos does not shift its meaning from "God" to "a god." 

Qualitative-Indefinite. These are nouns which are 
clearly being used generically, with no sense of definiteness, 
and which are regularly translated in English with the indefi¬ 
nite article. 


a God 

an apparition 
a prophet 
a man 

a woman 
a slanderer 
a manslayer/murderer 
a liar 
a beggar 
a sinner 
a thief 
a hired man 
a relative 
a king 
a vessel 
a sweet odor 


Mark 12:27; Luke 20:38 
Matt. 14:26; Mark 6:49 
Mark 11:32; John 4:19; 9:17 
Luke 5:8; John 10:33; Acts 10:26; 

James 5:17 
John 4:9 
John 6:70 

John 8:44; Acts 28:4 
John 8:44; 1 John 2:4 
John 9:8 
John 9:24, 25 
John 10:1; 12:6 
John 10:13 
John 18:26 
John 18:37 [2 times] 

Acts 9:15 
2 Cor. 2:15 
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Gal. 4:1; Heb. 5:13 
Gal. 5:3 (nwt literally reads 
"under obligation") 


None of these words takes on a lesser or weakened mean¬ 
ing because of being used "qualitatively" or "indefinitely." 
The men are men, the woman is a woman, the sinner is a 
sinner, the king is a king, in the usual, fullest sense of the 
words. As mentioned before, some of these words are, of 
course, used figuratively (such as babe and sweet odor), but 
this is quite another matter, and has nothing whatever to do 
with their being indefinite or qualitative. (Many definite 
nouns are also figurative, for instance, John 4:14, "the 
water"; 6:41, "the bread"; 8:12, "the light"; 10:7, "the door"; 
and so forth.) The JWs generally do not argue that the Word 
is called "a god" only in a figurative sense. Rather, they argue 
for a weakened or limited literal use of the word theos in John 
1:1, with the meaning of a powerful entity of some sort. They 
argue that theos in 1:1c means a god of a lesser deity than ton 
theon, "God," in 1:1b. Such a shift in meaning in theos is 
inconsistent with the indefinite use of Greek nouns, as the 
above list demonstrates. 

Particularly startling are Mark 12:27 and Luke 20:38, paral¬ 
lel passages in which Jesus calls the true God "a God." Luke 
20:37-38 reads as follows in the nwt: 


But that the dead are raised up even Moses disclosed, in the 
account about the thombush, when he calls Jehovah 'the God 
of Abraham and God of Isaac and God of Jacob. He is a God, 
not of the dead, but of the living, for they are all living to 
him.' 

Jehovah, then, is "a God," according to the JWs' own 
translation! If this were the "qualitative" or "indefinite" sense 
to which the JWs attributed theos in John 1:1, there would be 
no problem. In that case, we would understand the expres¬ 
sion "a God" as we do in Luke 20:38 and Mark 12:27, not as 
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implying one God in contrast to another God, or a deity of a 
lesser nature in comparison to another deity, but simply as 
speaking of the only true God from the standpoint of his 
nature—what kind of "a God" he is. An interesting point to 
note is that in the parallel text in Matthew (22:32) some crit¬ 
ical Greek texts (including the Westcott-Hort, upon which 
the nwt is based) have the definite article in front of theos. 
Thus, the nwt reads in Matthew 22:32, "He is the God, not of 
the dead ..." (italics mine), without, of course, implying 
any difference in the essential meaning of "God" between 
the verse in Matthew and the other two gospels. 

It needs to be stated as explicitly as possible that the prob¬ 
lem with the "a god" rendering of John 1:1 is not merely the 
word a , or even the lower-case spelling, although in English 
that is highly misleading. It is, most fundamentally, how that 
rendering is interpreted in its context. (That the failure to 
capitalize "god" is significant only because of English idiom 
can be illustrated by comparing it to German. In German, the 
nwt rendering of John 1:1c would literally be "und das Wort 
war ein Gott"—capitalizing "Gott," because in German, as 
has already been mentioned, all nouns must be capitalized.) 
In English, rendering "a god" in John 1:1 can only be inter¬ 
preted as making the Word a different—and lesser—deity 
than the God with whom he was in the beginning. 

Putting John 1:1 into the category of qualitative-indefinite 
nouns, therefore, would not be wrong, as long as "a God" 
were interpreted in the same way as in Mark 12:27 and Luke 
20:38. However, because in English "a God," but especially 
"a god," would in the context of John 1:1 (unlike that of Mark 
12:27 and Luke 20:38) suggest to most readers a second (and 
probably inferior) deity, and since this idea is not conveyed 
by the anarthrous predicate theos, such a rendering is to be 
rejected. 

Qualitative of Substance or Essence. These nouns are 
used to identify the substance, essence, or nature of some¬ 
thing (whether literally or with figurative language). This 
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category could be regarded as a subset of the indefinite- 
qualitative category, with the modification that in English we 
do not normally use the indefinite article with these words. 
It is noteworthy that all of them appear in John's writings. 

flesh John 1:14; 3:6 

spirit John 3:6; 6:63 (cf. 4:24) 

life John 6:63; 12:50 

wine John 2:9 

truth John 17:17 

light 1 John 1:5 

love 1 John 4:8 

It is arguable that theos in John 1:1 belongs squarely in this 
category. Since this category could be regarded as a subset of 
the indefinite-qualitative category, there would be no conflict 
with putting John 1:1 in this category as well as that one. The 
difference would be that in English we would not translate "a 
God" if the noun were regarded as expressive of nature or 
essence, as with the examples listed above. As it turns out, 
most biblical scholars and commentators do place John 1:1 
into this category, as shall be shown later in this study. 

Adjectival-Qualitative. These words are adjectives, not 
nouns, in form, and it is a matter of preference whether they 
are translated as substantives in these contexts. For example, 
Galilaios ei can be translated "you are a Galilean" or "you are 
Galilean." 

Galilean Mark 14:70; Luke 22:59; 23:6 

Samaritan John 8:48 

Jew John 4:9; 18:35 

Hebrews, Israelites 2 Cor. 11:22 
Pharisee Acts 23:6 
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Greek Acts 16:3 

Roman(s) Acts 16:21, 37; 22:27, 29; 23:27 

good John 7:12 (or, as in nwt, "a good 

man") 

Since there is no question that John 1:1 does not fit this 
usage of the anarthrous predicate, this category of usage may 
be regarded as irrelevant to John 1:1. 

Qualitative of Relationship. These nouns are used to 
identify a certain personal relationship. They are neither specifi¬ 
cally definite or indefinite as a rule, although in a few cases 
the noun can be construed as either definite or indefinite. 


Your God 

Your Father 
God's (My) Son 


David's son 
Joseph's son 
sons 
children 

Abraham's children 
Abraham's seed 

brother(s) 

sister 

mother 


John 8:54 (some manuscripts have 
"your God") 

John 8:42 

Matt. 4:3, 6; 14:33; 27:40, 54; Mark 
15:39; Luke 4:3, 9; John 10:36; Acts 
13:33; Heb. 1:5; 5:5 (nwt alternates 
between "a son of God" and "God's 
Son") 

Mark 12:35 

Luke 4:22 (nwt, "a son of Joseph") 
John 12:36; 1 Thess. 5:5 
John 1:12; Gal. 4:28 
John 8:39 

John 8:33, 37 (nwt, "offspring"); 

2 Cor. 11:22; Gal. 3:29 
Matt. 12:50; 23:8; Mark 3:35; Acts 
7:26; 1 Tim. 6:2 
Matt. 12:50; Mark 3:35 
Matt. 12:50; Mark 3:35 
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minister 
public servants 
fellow-workers 


John 15:14; James 2:23 
John 8:31; 9:27, 28; 13:35 
John 8:34; Acts 16:17; 2 Cor. 11:23 
(nwt, "ministers") 

Rom. 13:4 (2 times) 

Rom. 13:6 
2 Cor. 1:24 


This usage of the anarthrous predicate preceding the verb 
is extremely common. (The relational use of these terms is 
not, of course, dependent upon them being used in an anar¬ 
throus predicate.) Moreover, the word God can be a relational 
term, as in the expression "your God" (for example, John 
8:54 listed above). However, in John 1:1 theos is not used with 
reference to those who honor Christ as God, but rather to 
denote his deity in the beginning. Therefore, since the word 
theos is not a relational noun in the context of John 1:1, this 
category is also not directly relevant to John 1:1. If it were, of 
course, we would also have to translate theos as "God," be¬ 
cause in the context of biblical faith in which John writes 
there is only one real theos in relation to the universe of 
created things. 

Qualitative-Nondefinite. These nouns are not easily clas¬ 
sifiable in any of the above categories. 


throne 

conclusion 

angels 

house 

witness(es) 

ground 

betrayers 


Matt. 5:34 

Matt. 13:39 

Matt. 13:39 

Mark 11:17; Heb. 3:6 

Luke 11:48; Acts 3:15; Rom. 1:9 

Acts 7:33 

Acts 7:52 
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sin 

foolishness 

power 

temple 

imitators 

members 

body 

root 

works 

worship 

enmity 


Rom. 14:23 
1 Cor. 1:18; 2:14; 3:19 
1 Cor. 1:18 

1 Cor. 3:16; 6:19; 2 Cor. 6:16; Rev. 21:22 

1 Cor. 4:16 

1 Cor. 6:15 

1 Cor. 6:16 

1 Tim. 6:10 

Heb. 1:10 

James 1:27 

James 4:4 


These anarthrous predicates will be placed in the previous 
categories depending on the precise interpretation of the 
texts as a whole. The point of this list is to show that al¬ 
though it is not always easy to classify a noun as either 
definite or indefinite, this does not prevent the reader from 
grasping the meaning of the word in context. Indeed, the 
above list confirms the main thesis of this study, which is that 
nouns do not change their essential meaning when used 
indefinitely rather than definitely. 

Of the several instances of the anarthrous predicate nomi¬ 
native theos before the verb, then, not one makes theos mean 
anything less than God (Mark 12:27; Luke 20:38; John 8:54; 
Phil. 2:13; Heb. 11:16; cf. Rom. 8:33b), unless one counts John 
1:1. In the other five clear instances of this use of theos, the 
word can only be translated "God" in English. 
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The Word: "God" 
or "a God"? 


In the preceding chapter we examined the anar¬ 
throus predicate nominative in its occurrences before the 
verb in the New Testament. This analysis demonstrated that 
the use of this construction does not alter the meaning of the 
word theos or any other word so used. However, the JWs feel 
that there are other "parallel" passages which prove that the 
word theos can be used to mean "a god" in the sense in 
which they use that expression. In this chapter we shall ex¬ 
amine that claim and try to answer the question of how John 
1:1 should be translated. 

It is important to realize that examining parallel texts— 
though useful up to a point—can be overrated and abused. 
For one thing, partial parallels can only yield partial informa¬ 
tion about the text being studied. It is too easy to fall into the 
error of thinking that because two texts share a common 
feature, other features must also be parallel. One must be 
careful to consider the differences between the texts being 
compared, as well as the similarities. This caution is most 
applicable to a number of alleged parallel texts which the 
JWs cite as evidence in behalf of their "a god" rendering. 


Acts 28:6 

Perhaps the alleged parallel text most often cited by JWs is 
Acts 28:6, in which Luke reports that the Maltese heathen, 
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astonished at Paul's miraculous escape from harm by a 
deadly snake, . . began saying he was a god" (nwt). The 
Greek expression here is elegon autim cinai theon. JWs often 
cite this verse and point to the fact that the anarthrous theon 
is translated "a god" by virtually all translations as proof that 
their rendering of theos as "a god" in John 1:1 is perfectly 
legitimate. 1 

This argument overlooks two crucial and easy-to-recog- 
nize differences between John 1:1 and Acts 28:6. First of all, 
theon in Acts 28:6 is an anarthrous predicate noun; but it 
follows the verb einai instead of preceding it. As we have 
already noted, biblical scholars agree that the position of the 
predicate after the verb instead of before it is significant; how 
so, we shall see later in the next chapter. Second, Acts 28:6 is 
reporting the belief of polytheistic pagans, whereas John 1:1 
is an inspired affirmation by the apostle John. The Maltese 
people's conclusion that Paul was theos was a superstitious 
confession that Paul was literally a god, a true god; so that 
Paul was in that situation, from a biblical perspective— 
through no fault of his own—a false god wrongly idolized by 
pagans. On the other hand, John's statement that the Word 
was theos was inspired truth, so that the Word was, from a 
biblical perspective, really and truly theos. 

In order to argue that Acts 28:6 legitimizes their rendering 
of John 1:1, then, JWs must be prepared to argue, first, that 
the position of the anarthrous predicate noun before the verb 
instead of after is not at all significant; and second, that the 
Word was a false god. The first is contrary to the facts, and 
the second is contrary even to the theology of the JWs. 

Although Acts 28:6 is not a legitimate parallel to John 1:1, 
in the past at least one poor argument against the parallel has 
been used that ought to be abandoned. In the early 1970s an 
evangelical apologist asked Dr. J. Johnson, a professor of 
Greek at California State University, Long Beach, to com¬ 
ment on this alleged parallel. Johnson wrote, "There is no 
syntactical parallel to Acts 28:6, where there is a statement in 
indirect discourse, John 1:1 is direct." 2 While it is true that 
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Acts 28:6 is indirect discourse ("they were saying he was a 
god"), this difference is of no consequence as to the signifi¬ 
cance of theos, because indirect discourse here affects only the 
case of the predicate (accusative theon instead of nominative 
theos) and the mood of the verb (infinitive einai instead of 
indicative en). 3 Thus, Christians who are critiquing the JWs' 
argument based on Acts 28:6 would do well to avoid citing 
Dr. Johnson's comment. 


Acts 12:22 

A second text sometimes cited as proving that theos in John 
1:1 might be translated "a god" is Acts 12:22, where Luke 
reports that the people cried out concerning Herod the king, 
"A god's voice, and not a man's!" (nwt ). 4 

This text is even less parallel to John 1:1 than Acts 28:6. 
The word "god" in Acts 12:22 is anarthrous, but that is 
where the "parallel" ends. It is in the genitive case ( theou , 
used to show possession, "god's"), and is thus not a predi¬ 
cate nominative at all. Also, of course, Herod is being hailed 
as a god in superstitious unbelief (compare verse 23), and is 
therefore in this context a false god. 

John 10:33 

A third text which might be cited by JWs as proving that 
theos in John 1:1 can legitimately be translated "a god" is John 
10:33. In this verse the Jews accuse Jesus of "blasphemy, 
even because you, although being a man, make yourself a 
god" (nwt). 

In this verse "a god" is in the accusative case (theon), as the 
direct object of the verb making. This usage is roughly parallel 
to that of an anarthrous predicate nominative with a form of 
the verb "to be." 5 However, as in Acts 28:6, the noun theon 
follows the verb instead of preceding it. Also, once again, the 
meaning is a false god (assuming the nwt translation to be 
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correct), since the Jews are accusing Jesus of blasphemy by 
making himself a (false) god. 

Of course, it might be possible to translate John 10:33 to 
say that "you, being a man, are making yourself God." If this 
translation is correct, Jesus' alleged blasphemy consisted in 
making himself God. If "making yourself a god" is correct, 
his alleged blasphemy consisted in considering himself to be 
a divine being when he was not (in the Jews' opinion). Either 
way, this verse cannot substantiate the idea that the word 
theos was ever used in the New Testament to mean a genuine 
or real god, and not a false god, who was other than the God 
of Israel. 

The Use of THEOS in the New Testament 

Jehovah's Witnesses maintain that there are three uses of 
the term God in Scripture: in reference to the true God, 
Jehovah; in reference to false gods, whether existing crea¬ 
tures or imagined; and a "third use" in reference to creatures 
which, by virtue of their might and authority over other 
creatures, are legitimately designated "gods." In this third 
use of the term, the creatures are neither true gods nor false 
gods; yet somehow, they are still gods. How they could be 
neither true gods nor false gods and still be gods is a puzzle. 
The Witnesses, however, feel that such a conclusion is war¬ 
ranted from the biblical evidence. 

The alleged biblical evidence, however, is quite slim. The 
texts used to document this "third use" are Psalm 82:1, 6 
(compare with John 10:34); Psalm 8:5 (compare with Heb. 
2:7); and sometimes Exodus 22:8-9, 28. This is very slim 
evidence indeed, especially when all of the texts can be ex¬ 
plained as either referring to God himself or to false gods. 

Moreover, it is not to be overlooked that in each case the 
noun is the Hebrew plural elohim, not the Hebrew singular el 
or Greek theos. Let us assume for a moment the JWs' view 
that there are three uses for the word God in Scripture. When 
the Hebrew plural noun elohim is used as a plural, or the 
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Greek plural noun theoi (which is always a plural) is used, 
they clearly cannot be referring to the true God. In such 
cases, there is no ambiguity as to whether or not the word 
refers to God himself. Either it refers to God, or to false gods 
(or, according to the JWs, to creatures which, while not God, 
are not false gods either, but "gods" in a relative or derivative 
sense). Only where there is some confusion as to whether or 
not elohim is used as a singular to refer to God or as a plural to 
refer to creatures considered in some sense "gods" (as there 
is some confusion concerning Exodus 22:8-9, 28, and Psalm 
8:5) is there any ambiguity. However, with the singular 
nouns for God, and especially with the Greek noun theos, 
there is no such ambiguity. 

Since our interest is in the meaning of the singular Greek 
theos in John 1:1, it is legitimate to restrict our attention to the 
usage of the singular theos in the New Testament. Doing so, 
we find that it is used in only one of two ways: of the true 
God (approximately 1,400 times) or of a false god (6 times: 
Acts 7:43; 12:22; 28:6; 2 Cor. 4:4; Phil. 3:19; 2 Thess. 2:7). 
Whenever it is used of a false god, the context makes this 
very plain. To the list of instances referring to a false god 
some might wish to add two texts. The first is John 10:33, 
discussed above; as already explained, it cannot be inter¬ 
preted to mean a genuine second god apart from the true 
God yet not a false god. The second text is Acts 17:23, where 
Paul refers to a pagan altar "to an unknown God" nwt. This 
can be understood to refer either to the true God (as seen 
from Paul's perspective) or to a false, pagan god (as wor¬ 
shiped by the Greeks), but again, not to "a god" which is 
neither the true God nor a false one. Thus there is no "third 
use" of the singular noun theos in the New Testament— 
either it is used of the true God or it is used of a false god in 
the context of idolatry of some sort. 

Only if one assumes that the one case in which the "third 
use" is employed is with reference to Christ can such a third 
use be sustained. Not only does this assumption beg the 
question (that is, assume what is supposedly being proved). 
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it has the decidedly unbiblical implication that there are two 
gods in the universe: "Jehovah God" and Jesus Christ—a 
"big God" and a "little god." By the JWs' count, this "third 
use" can be documented only three or at the most four times 
(John 1:1, 18, and perhaps 20:28; also John 10:33, already 
discussed). It is extremely unlikely that such a third use exists 
at all, therefore; it is far more likely—reasonably certain— 
that only the two uses exist, and therefore that the passages 
in John must be understood to be calling Jesus the true God. 


From HO THEOS to THEOS 


We have argued that the shift from ton theon (the ac¬ 
cusative form of ho theos ) to the anarthrous theos in John 1:1 
indicates a shift in nuance, such that the Word is called 
"God" in the fullest sense yet without identifying him as the 
person of God the Father. This argument requires that a shift 
from ho theos to theos in Scripture does not normally indicate a 
change in its basic meaning. On the other hand, the JWs' 
interpretation of John 1:1 crumbles further if it can be shown 
that normally such a shift within a short space does not 
indicate a major change of meaning. 

With this in mind, the following passages are instructive: 


John 3:2 


John 13:3 


Rom. 1:21 


1 Thess. 1:9 


"... you as a teacher have come from 
God [apo theou]; because no one can per¬ 
form these signs that you perform un¬ 
less God [ho theos] is with him." 

[Jesus] knowing . . . that He came forth 
from God [apo theou ] and was going to 
God [pros ton theon] . . . 

. . . although they knew God [ton theon], 
they did not glorify him as God 
[theon] . . . 

. . . how you turned to God [pros ton 
theon] from [your] idols to slave for a liv¬ 
ing and true God [theo]. 
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Heb. 9:14 ... how much more will the blood of 

Christ, who through an everlasting 
spirit offered himself without blemish to 
God [to thed], cleanse our consciences 
from dead works that we may render 
sacred service to [the] living God [thed]? 

1 Peter 4:11-12 If anyone speaks, [let him speak] as it 
were [the] sacred pronouncements of 
God [ theou ]; if anyone ministers, [let him 
minister] as dependent on the strength 
which God [ho theos] supplies; so that in 
all things God [ho theos] may be glorified 
through Jesus Christ . . . 

The above passages do not conform to the same syntax as 
the anarthrous predicate nominative uses of theos preceding 
the verb discussed earlier. However, they do serve as con¬ 
firmatory evidence that a shift from ho theos to theos does not 
indicate a change in the meaning of the word. 

How Should John 1:1 Be Translated? 

The question to which everything preceding has been 
leading is how the third clause of John 1:1 should be trans¬ 
lated. As has already been explained, in another context "a 
God" might not be misunderstood as teaching a second, 
inferior deity (such as, Luke 20:38), but in John 1:1 such a 
translation would certainly carry that implication. We have 
also noted that translating "the Word was God" can give the 
misleading impression that the Word was God the Father, 
although certainly those who understand correctly the bibli¬ 
cal teaching about God will not make that mistake. 

It is likely, therefore, that no English translation is going to 
be immune from misunderstanding. Earlier we suggested 
that the entire verse might be translated, "In the beginning 
was the Word, and the Word was with the Deity, and the 
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Word was Deity." Were it not for the fact that in English we 
normally do not translate theos as "Deity," this translation 
might be the best possible. 

Inevitably, the translation of this verse must depend to a 
certain extent on an understanding of the rest of the Bible. 
Taken out of its biblical context and transposed to a pagan 
Greek context, "the Word was a God" would be a possible 
rendering. However, in that context "God" in the preceding 
clause ("the Word was with God") would not refer to the 
God of the Bible, to a one true and almighty God. This is 
because, as has been conclusively demonstrated, gram¬ 
matically theos refers to the Word as theos in the same sense 
as, or of the same kind as, ton theon. Thus, in a pagan context 
ton theon would refer to the same kind of "god" as theos — 
namely, a finite god in a pantheon of many gods. The point 
is that for JWs to translate "a god" is in one sense gram¬ 
matically possible, but only if they are willing to adopt a pagan 
interpretation of the entire verse. It is completely invalid for 
them to translate the first two clauses in keeping with biblical 
theology, and then to translate the third clause in a way 
acceptable only to pagan polytheistic readers. In other 
words, it is grammatically impossible to understand ton theon 
in the second clause to mean an infinite, eternal, and abso¬ 
lutely unique Creator God, and in the third clause to under¬ 
stand theos to mean simply a mighty angel. 

If the biblical use of the word theos is taken seriously, then, 
as we have shown, in the Bible the singular theos means 
either the true God or a false god of some sort. The JW 
interpretation allows for neither of these two possibilities in 
John 1:1, and so their translation, "the Word was a god," 
actually violates the biblical use of the singular theos. 

Any translation of John 1:1, then, which is accurate, must 
be faithful to the following pieces of information. 

1. There is only one genuine or real theos. 

2. The Word was theos in the same sense as ton theon. 
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3. The Word is to be distinguished as somehow person¬ 
ally distinct from ton theon. 

The only way to put these three facts together is to under¬ 
stand God as one God, yet existing as more than one person. 
This is precisely what the doctrine of the Trinity asserts. (As 
has already been explained, this does not mean that the Holy 
Spirit needed to be mentioned here, since John's concern is 
with the person of the Word, not with the Trinity as a whole 
subject.) Thus, the person called "the God" in the second 
clause is one person who is God, and the Word is a second 
person who is God; yet these two persons are not two Gods 
but one God. 

The traditional translation "and the Word was God" is still 
one of the clearest and most accurate renderings which 
avoids paraphrasing. However, alternate renderings are pos¬ 
sible which reflect this interpretation. "The Word was di¬ 
vine" is acceptable, as long as "divine" is understood as the 
adjectival equivalent of "God." "The Word was deity" is per¬ 
haps less open to misunderstanding on this point but means 
essentially the same thing. "The Word was God by nature" is 
another way of communicating the idea. In any case, the 
proper interpretation of John 1:1 rules out the JW doctrine of 
the Word as a created angel and proves that in fact the Word 
was a second person in the one Almighty God. 
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Scholars' Words About 
the Word in John 1:1 

Up to now, comparatively little reference has 
been made to the opinions of biblical scholars concerning 
John 1:1. An assumption which the author of this book 
shares with JWs is that the opinions of scholars are worth 
considering but they are not authoritative. For this reason, I 
have delayed sustained discussion of the treatment of John 
1:1 in the scholarly literature until after a careful examination 
of the text itself. 

At this point, then, it is appropriate to examine some of 
the more important scholarly treatments of John 1:1, es¬ 
pecially those to which reference has been made in JW liter¬ 
ature and in evangelical apologetic literature. The first of 
these is a highly influential article by E. C. Colwell. 

Colwell's Rule 

In 1933, E. C. Colwell published an article in the Journal of 
Biblical Literature entitled (in an almost amusing play on 
words), "A Definite Rule for the Use of the Article in the 
Greek New Testament." 1 This article has occasioned much 
scholarly comment, 2 and is often mentioned in discussions 
about John 1:1. 

Toward the beginning of his essay, Colwell defines his 
"rule" for sentences containing a predicate nominative and a 
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copula as follows: "A definite predicate nominative has the 
article when it follows the verb; it does not have the article 
when it precedes the verb." 3 Worded in that fashion, the rule 
might be misunderstood to be an inflexible one. However, 
Colwell later notes that there are exceptions to both halves of 
his rule; that is, that there are instances of definite predicate 
nominatives preceding the verb that have the article, and 
definite predicate nominatives following the verb that do not 
have the article. 4 Toward the end of the essay he concludes: 

The following rules may be tentatively formulated to de¬ 
scribe the use of the article with definite predicate nouns in 
sentences in which the verb occurs. (1) Definite predicate 
nouns here regularly take the article. (2) The exceptions are 
for the most part due to a change in word-order: (a) Definite 
predicate nouns which follow the verb (this is the usual 
order) usually take the article; (b) Definite predicate nouns 
which precede the verb usually lack the article; (c) Proper 
names regularly lack the article in the predicate; (d) Predicate 
nominatives in relative clauses regularly follow the verb 
whether or not they have the article. 5 

Colwell's study has been accepted for over half a century 
now as a genuine contribution to the field of biblical Greek 
scholarship. A representative statement is that of Lane C. 
McGaughy in his 1970 doctoral dissertation (completed un¬ 
der Robert W. Funk, one of America's foremost Greek gram¬ 
marians, whose dissertation was on the Greek article 6 ): 

In a pioneer study of 1933, E. C. Colwell has conclusively 
demonstrated that such speculative statements [as that nouns 
with the article are definite while those without the article are 
indefinite, or that the use or nonuse of the article indicates 
various theological nuances, or that the fluctuation is merely 
stylistic], which are mainly based on private hunches, need 
not serve as the basis for a grammar of the article with predi¬ 
cate nominatives. Indeed, his work on the article in the predi¬ 
cates of S-II sentences [i.e., sentences with a subject noun, a 
linking verb, and a "subjective complement" or predicate 
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nominative] stands as a model of descriptive analysis for New 
Testament Greek studies . 7 

McGaughy goes on to comment. 

Although Colwell's study of all the occurrences of definite 
predicate nouns with a form of the equative verb revealed 
some exceptions, the overwhelming majority of examples 
conformed to the rule . . . 8 

These comments, while praising Colwell's study and 
agreeing with his conclusions, also point up one of the lim¬ 
itations of Colwell's rule: it is not an absolute rule but a useful 
generalization that holds in the vast majority of cases. It is 
thus a mistake to argue that Colwell's rule proves that theos in 
John 1:1 is definite, though if it were definite, Colwell's rule 
would explain why the article is absent. Furthermore, there 
is another limitation as well, one which many people who 
have cited Colwell's rule with respect to John 1:1 have failed 
to notice. Colwell's rule applies only to definite nouns; that 
is, it tells us something about when definite nouns will have 
the article and when they will not. It cannot, therefore, tell us 
whether a noun is definite or not. The reason for this is 
simply that the rule cannot be said to apply to a noun until 
after the noun has been determined to be definite. To argue 
that a noun must be definite because of Colwell's rule, there¬ 
fore, is logically fallacious. That is, it would be fallacious to 
argue that merely because an anarthrous noun precedes the 
verb, it must be definite, as our analysis of such nouns in 
chapter 3 has demonstrated. This point has been well made 
by other writers. 9 

On the other hand, it is legitimate to argue that a noun 
cannot be proved indefinite merely because of the absence of 
the article. Colwell is therefore quite right when he states: 

They [the data presented in his study] show that a predicate 
nominative which precedes the verb cannot be translated as 
an indefinite or a "qualitative" noun solely because of the 
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absence of the article; if the context suggests that the predicate 
is definite, it should be translated as a definite noun in spite 
of the absence of the article. In the case of a predicate noun 
which follows the verb the reverse is true; the absence of the 
article in this position is a much more reliable indication that 
the noun is indefinite . 10 

Having made this point, which appears to be unassailable, 
Colwell then proceeds to draw a conclusion which many 
have since come to believe goes beyond the evidence of his 
own study: 

Loosely speaking, this study may be said to have increased 
the definiteness of a predicate noun before the verb without 
the article, and to have decreased the definiteness of a predi¬ 
cate noun after the verb without the article . 11 

How can Colwell say this, when by his own admission his 
study was restricted to definite nouns? Is he not arguing 
illogically? Although it is possible to construe Colwell's state¬ 
ment as a logical blunder (which would not invalidate the 
rest of Colwell's fine article), in this writer's opinion it is 
better to take Colwell seriously when he qualifies his state¬ 
ment as "loosely speaking." That is, Colwell is not neces¬ 
sarily saying that an anarthrous predicate noun is most likely, 
as a matter of statistical measure, to be definite if it precedes 
the verb. Rather he is simply saying that we should be more 
readily prepared to acknowledge as definite those anar¬ 
throus predicate nouns that precede the verb where context 
does not demand them to be construed as indefinite. This 
seems to be a fair understanding of Colwell, as well as a 
proper approach to anarthrous predicate nouns, given the 
evidence which Colwell amassed in defense of his rule, as 
long as it is not abused. 

Colwell's application of this conclusion to John 1:1, how¬ 
ever, does appear to go beyond the evidence of his own 
study: 
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Km Theos en ho logos looks much more like "And the Word was 
God" than "And the Word was divine" when viewed with 
reference to this rule. The absence of the article does not make 
the predicate indefinite or qualitative when it precedes the 
verb; it is indefinite in this position only when the context 
demands it. The context makes no such demand in the Gos¬ 
pel of John, for this statement cannot be regarded as strange 
in the prologue of the gospel which reaches its climax in the 
confession of Thomas [John 20:28]. 12 

As we have seen, there is reason for regarding theos in 
John 1:1c as both indefinite and qualitative from the context 
(specifically Clause B). On the other hand, Colwell is right in 
saying that the mere absence of the article in Clause C cannot 
prove that theos is not definite. He also recognizes that his 
rule does not by itself prove that theos is definite. And it is not 
necessarily the case that a qualitative interpretation of theos 
would dictate the translation "divine." Where Colwell's rule 
can and has been severely abused is in the popular evan¬ 
gelical apologetic argument that the rule alone refutes the JW 
rendering "a god." Such an argument goes far beyond what 
Colwell himself, careful scholar that he was, said ("looks 
more like" is a far cry from "must be seen as"). 

While Colwell's rule cannot determine the correct transla¬ 
tion of John 1:1, it is certainly not legitimate to dismiss Col¬ 
well's rule, as some otherwise knowledgeable JWs have 
done. For example, one JW—who has a master's degree in 
Greek and Latin, and should therefore know better—has in 
correspondence with this writer and other Christians de¬ 
rided Colwell's rule as "Colwell's dream" and "Colwell's fan¬ 
tasy." 13 

Yet, if Colwell's rule does not prove that theos in John 1:1 
means "God," does that mean that "a god" is a legitimate 
translation? The answer to this question is emphatically no 
for the reasons given in the preceding chapters of this book. 
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Hamer on Qualitative Anarthrous Predicates 

Forty years after Colwell's article appeared in the Journal of 
Biblical Literature, another article was published in that pe¬ 
riodical on the subject of anarthrous predicate nouns. Tliis 
one by Philip B. Hamer was entitled "Qualitative Anarthrous 
Predicate Nouns: Mark 15:39 and John 1:1." 14 Hamer re¬ 
opened the question of whether or not theos in John 1:1 was 
"definite" (as Colwell had argued). Hamer's conclusion: "In 
John 1:11 think that the qualitative force of the predicate is so 
prominent that the noun cannot be regarded as definite." 15 
This one sentence has been quoted by many JWs, including 
in official Watchtower publications, as proof that "the Word 
was a god" is a valid translation of John 1:1c. 16 

The JW reasoning here is that "qualitative" means that the 
noun takes on some sort of vague and weakened adjectival 
force, so that John 1:1 means only that "the Word was god¬ 
like, divine, a god." 17 In other words, the Word has some (not 
all) of the qualities or attributes of God, and possesses them 
to a lesser degree than God himself does. This allows the JWs 
to speak of Jesus as "divine" and "a god" while denying his 
omnipotence, etemality, and so forth. 

The truth is that the JWs have misunderstood the term 
qualitative as used by Hamer and other grammarians. As¬ 
suming the qualitative use of the anarthrous predicate noun 
preceding the verb applies in John 1:1, it is beyond dispute 
that this makes the Word "God" to the same degree or extent 
as the "God" with whom the Word existed (though not the 
same person). That is, in fact, Hamer's own conclusion, based 
on what he meant by the term qualitative: 

Perhaps the clause could be translated, "the Word had the 
same nature as God." This would be one way of representing 
John's thought, which is, as I understand it, that ho logos ("the 
Word"], no less than ho theos ("the God"], had the nature of 
theos. 18 

That Hamer's understanding of "qualitative" does not 
mean that Jesus is not called "God" in John 1:1 is clear from 
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his discussion of Rudolf Bultmann's interpretation of John 
1:1, where he concludes: 

In terms of the analysis that we have proposed, a recognition 
of the qualitative significance of theos would remove some 
ambiguity in his [Bultmann's] interpretation by differentiating 
between theos, as the nature that the Logos shared with God, 
and ho theos as the "person" to whom the Logos stood in 
relation. Only when this distinction is clear can we say of the 
Logos that "he was God." 19 

In fact, Hamer rules out the "a god" rendering. Setting 
out five ways which John could have worded the final clause 
of John 1:1, he labels these five clauses A through £ (all of 
which are variations of what in this book has been called 
Clause C): 20 

A ho logos en ho theos 

B. theos en ho logos 

C. ho logos theos en 

D. ho logos en theos 

E. ho logos en theios 

Clause A, ho logos en ho theos, "would mean that logos and 
theos are equivalent and interchangeable," 21 so that the Word 
was the person called "God" in the middle clause ("and the 
Word was with God"). Besides making the sentence contra¬ 
dictory, this would mean that Jesus was the Father, as has 
already been explained. This clause, then, would be incom¬ 
patible both with the orthodox and the JW interpretation of 
John 1:1. 

Clause B, theos en ho logos, is what John actually wrote. 
Clause C, ho logos theos en, would in Hamer's view be 
"identical in meaning" to Clause B "but differ slightly in 
emphasis." 

Clause D, ho logos en theos, "would probably mean that the 
logos was 'a god' or a divine being of some kind, belonging to 
the general category of theos but as a distinct being from ho 



72 


Jesus as God in John 1:1 


theos" This is precisely the interpretation of John 1:1c held bv 
the JWs; yet such an interpretation, according to Hamer at 
least, would apply not to what John actually wrote but to a 
somewhat different statement. 

Clause E, ho logos en theios (with the adjectival thews in 
place of the noun theos), “would mean that the logos was 
'divine,' without specifying further in what way or to what 
extent it was divine. It could also imply that the logos, being 
only theios, was subordinate to theos. " This clause then would 
also have been perfectly suited to convey the meaning of 
John 1:1 as understood by JWs; but John also did not choose 
this wording. 

Hamer then concludes, "John evidently wished to sav 
something about the logos that was other than A arui more tlum 
D and E" (my emphasis). In other words, John did not want 
to say that the Word was God the Father, the person with 
whom he existed in the beginning; nor did John want to sav 
merely that the Word was "a god" or "divine"—he wanted to 
say more than that. Specifically, he wanted to say that the 
Word was just as much God, in terms of essence or nature, as 
"the God," that is, the Father. 

The difference between B and C, according to Hamer, is 
minimal, a difference of emphasis only. Both clauses would 
mean that "the logos has the nature of theos," but "C would 
mean that the logos (rather than something else) had the 
nature of theos. B means that the logos has the nature of theos 
(rather than something else)." 

To use Hamer's article in defense of the rendering "the 
Word was a god," then, betrays a complete misunderstand¬ 
ing of his article. He specifically rules out such a rendering 
by arguing that John would have written something different 
had he wished to be so understood. He also rules out the 
rendering "divine" for theos if "divine" is understood to im¬ 
ply that the logos is not theos in the same sense as ho theos (or 
ton theon) is in the preceding clause. (As we have already 
noted, Hamer accepts the rendering "divine" if it is under¬ 
stood to mean "that the Word is 'divine' in the same sense 
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that ho theos is divine." 22 ) Therefore, Hamer's article actually 
disproves the validity of the nwt rendering. 

Before leaving Hamer's article, it is worth looking at his 
conclusion. "Perhaps the clause could be translated, 'the 
Word had the same nature as God.' This would be one way 
of representing John's thought, which is, as I understand it, 
that ho logos , no less than ho theos, had the nature of theos." 23 
JWs have sometimes in conversations about John 1:1 argued 
that Hamer's conclusion here could be dismissed on the 
basis of his qualifying words, "as I understand it." They have 
argued on the basis of these words that here Hamer is giving 
us his own theological opinion, as distinguished from his 
scholarly, objective arguments in the preceding pages. But 
this is not at all correct. By "as I understand it" he clearly 
means "as I have been arguing throughout this article," or, 
"as the preceding evidence leads me to conclude." He has 
already drawn the same conclusion in the main analysis of 
the clause in question and is now simply repeating it. 

Ironically the sentence which JWs tend to quote most 
often from Hamer's article comes in the very next paragraph: 
"In John 1:11 think the qualitative force of the predicate is so 
prominent that the noun cannot be regarded as definite." As 
we have already noted, the JWs mistakenly think that if theos 
in John 1:1 can be shown not to be definite they have won 
their case for the "a god" rendering. But what is ironic is the 
fact that Hamer in this very sentence also qualifies his state¬ 
ment with the words "I think," yet the JWs quote this sen¬ 
tence as an authoritative scholarly word on the subject. The 
point is not that this sentence is in error; as has been argued, 
theos in John 1:1c is not definite, and if it were it would mean 
that the Word was God the Father. The point is that those 
JWs who have dismissed Hamer's earlier (and more basic) 
conclusion because it was his opinion are thereby operating 
on a double standard to quote a statement by Hamer 
qualified by "I think." 
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Ernst Haenchen 

An article in the December 15, 1985, issue of the Watch- 
tower (p. 25) quotes at length from the 1984 English transla¬ 
tion by Robert W. Funk 24 of the German scholar Ernst 
Haenchen's 1980 commentary on John, 25 to prove that John 
1:1 does not teach that Jesus is God. This article is typical of 
the way in which JWs misuse scholarly citations in defense of 
their rendering of John 1:1. 

According to Funk's translation, Haenchen would render 
the last clause of John 1:1, "and divine [of the category di¬ 
vinity] was the Logos." 26 Here, then, is a recent scholarly 
work rendering the anarthrous predicate theos as "divine" 
instead of "God." JWs understand this to mean that the 
Logos is, as Funk puts it, "of the category divinity," or, as the 
nwt says, "a god," but a god of a lesser sort than the God of 
the second clause of the verse (ton theon). Thus, they take 
John 1:1 to mean that Jesus possesses a lesser form of deity 
than God himself, and claim Haenchen as support. 

Ironically, something has been lost in the translation, not 
only of John, but also of Haenchen. His original German 
translation of John 1:1 reads, " und Gott (von Art) war der 
Logos." 27 Word for word, without regard for syntax, this 
reads, "and God (in essence) was the Logos," 28 or, in correct 
English syntax, "and the Logos was (in essence) God." This, 
of course, is exactly the orthodox interpretation of John 1:1, 
according to which the Logos is just as much God in terms of 
essence or nature as ton theon in the second clause, but is to 
be distinguished as a different person from the person iden¬ 
tified as ton theon, that is, the Father. No doubt Funk was 
trying to bring out this same thought in his translation by 
rendering theos "divine." To most English-speaking biblical 
scholars, "divine" usually is nothing more nor less than an 
adjectival form of "God," and does not imply inferiority but 
rather equality of nature as compared to God himself. The 
Jehovah's Witnesses, however, use "divine" to refer to an 
inferior deity. This semantical confusion regularly results in 



Scholars' Words About the Word in John 1:1 


75 


the Jehovah's Witnesses misunderstanding the sources they 
cite to defend their interpretation of John 1:1. 

The December 15, 1985, Watchtower article continues by 
quoting the following statement by Haenchen: "John 1:1, 
however, tells of something that was in existence already in 
time primeval; astonishingly, it is not 'God.'" 29 The Wit¬ 
nesses naturally seize on this statement as support for their 
belief that Jesus is not God. However, again they misunder¬ 
stand Haenchen. What he means is that the subject of the 
first clause of John 1:1, the One who exists "in the begin¬ 
ning," is not identified merely as "God," but is called "the 
Logos." Thus, Haenchen actually says, "astonishingly, it is 
not 'the God' [der Gott]," 30 because he is talking about the 
identification of the subject of the sentence, not the meaning 
of the anarthrous theos in the last clause of the verse. Further¬ 
more, in the very next sentence (which the Watchtower article 
omitted with an ellipsis), Haenchen writes, "The hymn 
[Haenchen regards John 1:1-18 as a Christian hymn] thus 
does not begin with God and his creation, but with the exis¬ 
tence of the Logos in the beginning." 31 This proves that 
Haenchen was talking about John 1:1a, not John 1:1c. 

Haenchen's next statement, quoted by the Watchtower, is as 
follows: 

The Logos (we have no word in either German or English that 
corresponds to the range of meaning of the Greek term) is 
thereby elevated to such heights that it almost becomes offen¬ 
sive. The expression is made tolerable only by virtue of the 
continuation in "and the Logos was in the presence of God," 
viz., in intimate, personal union with God. 32 

The Watchtower article then asks the rhetorical question (to 
which the assumed answer is yes), "Does that sound as if 
scholar Haenchen discerned in the Greek some distinction 
between God and the Logos, or Word?" The answer, of 
course, is yes, but in thinking that this rules out the trin¬ 
itarian interpretation of John 1:1, the Jehovah's Witnesses 



76 


Jesus as God in John 1:1 


have yet again misrepresented the doctrine of the Trinity. 
The question clearly implies that the Trinity makes no dis¬ 
tinction between “God" and “the Word," whereas this is 
false: In John 1:1 "God" in the second clause is understood to 
be the Father, whereas "the Word" is the Son, not the Father. 

The next paragraph in the Watchtower article quotes exten¬ 
sively from Haenchen regarding the difference between theos 
and ho theos. In Funk's translation of Haenchen's comments, 
he has Haenchen saying that theos meant "god, divine" 
whereas ho theos meant "God," and citing Philo and Origen 
as proof: 

In order to avoid misunderstanding, it may be inserted 
here that theos and ho theos ("god, divine" and "the God") 
were not the same thing in this period. Philo has therefore 
written: the logos means only theos ("divine") and not ho theos 
("God") since the Logos is not God in the strict sense. Philo 
was not thinking of giving up Jewish monotheism. In a sim¬ 
ilar fashion, Origen, too, interprets: the Evangelist does not 
say the logos is "God," but only that the logos is "divine." 33 

Once again, Funk has inserted "divine" to interpret theos, 
but to make matters worse, he has also given "god" as a 
possible rendering. While in certain contexts the word theos 
can be translated "god" instead of "God," these are passages 
in which theos represents a false god, a meaning foreign to 
the context of John 1:1, as has already been explained. To 
render theos "god" automatically makes it refer to "a god" 
other than the biblical God, which is inconsistent with the 
monotheistic faith of the Scriptures. It might seem that 
Haenchen agrees with this erroneous interpretation, since he 
goes on to argue that the distinction between theos and ho 
theos is one of subordination, and that Paul's preincamate 
Christ, like the Logos, is "such a divine being" (ein solches 
gottliches Weseri), existing "alongside and under God." How¬ 
ever, things are not what they seem. 
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First of all, Haenchen uses the terms divine being and entity 
to mean nothing more nor less than what trinitarian theo¬ 
logians mean by "divine person." He is not arguing that the 
Logos is a second god of inferior nature. After citing Philip- 
pians 2:6-10 as another text where the preexistent Christ is 
viewed as a "divine being," Haenchen states. 

Thus, in both Philippians and John 1:1 it is not a matter of a 
dialectical relationship between two-in-one, but of a personal 
union of two entities, and to that personal union corresponds 
the church's rejection of patripassianism. 34 

Note that the Watchtower quoted this sentence, but omitted 
the last clause referring to patripassianism, without even 
using an ellipsis. In context, then, what Haenchen is refuting 
is not a trinitarian reading of John 1:1, but a modalistic one. 
In particular, he has his eye on Bultmann, who did charac¬ 
terize the relationship between the Logos and God as 
"dialectical." 

Second, Haenchen goes on to argue that John 1:1a teaches 
that the Logos "existed before the creation and was not there¬ 
fore created; it shared the highest of all distinctions with 
'God, the Father 7 himself: the 'Logos' is eternal." 35 Of course, 
the Jehovah's Witnesses cannot accept this conclusion, be¬ 
cause they teach that Christ is a created, temporal being; 
thus, they ignore Haenchen's comments on this point. 

Third, Haenchen makes it clear that the subordination he 
is talking about is one of position or rank, not of essence or 
nature: 

But there was no rivalry between the Logos as theos and as ho 
theos (in English the distinction is expressed by "divine" and 
"God"); the new (Christian) faith does not conflict with the 
old monotheistic faith. That becomes clearer in verse lc: "and 
divine (in essence) was the Logos." In this instance, the verb 
"was" (en) simply expresses predication. And the predicate 
noun must accordingly be more carefully observed: theos is 
not the same thing as ho theos ("divine" is not the same thing 
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as "God"). That contains a christology of the subordination of 
the son, albeit still covertly. It is precisely for this reason that 
the believer sees the Father in the son: the son does not speak 
his own words, he does not do his own works, he does not 
effect his own will, but subordinates himself entirely to the 
words, work, and will of the Father. 36 

Once again, this passage is not cited in the Watchtowcr 
article, because it undercuts the interpretation of John 1:1 
which they are attempting to extract from Haenchen's com¬ 
mentary. They want Haenchen to say that the Logos is some 
sort of demigod, a divine being of an inferior kind in com¬ 
parison to the Almighty God. What Haenchen actually 
means to say, though, is that the Logos is a divine person 
existing from eternity in personal relationship with God the 
Father, and that he is just as much theos as God himself! 

One of the reasons why some of Haenchen's comments on 
John 1:1 appear at first reading to support the Watch tower 
doctrine of the Logos as a second god is that Haenchen does 
not distinguish between definite, indefinite, and qualitative 
uses of the noun. In fact, Haenchen takes no notice at all of 
Hamer's 1973 study of John 1:1 in the Journal of Biblical Liter¬ 
ature which focused on this very issue. 37 What makes this so 
surprising is that Haenchen's own German edition lists 
nearly 150 references in his bibliography for John 1:1-18, 
many of which are in English, and two of which are articles 
in the Journal of Biblical Literature itself. 38 Nor does the bibli¬ 
ography in Funk's translation list Hamer's excellent study. 
Had Haenchen considered the arguments put forth by 
Hamer, he might have handled the distinction between theos 
and ho theos a little better. Even so, Haenchen does set forth 
an exegesis of John 1:1 that agrees in substance with the 
trinitarian interpretation of that verse. 

William Barclay 

In May 1977 The Watchtower defended their interpretation 
of John 1:1 by citing from William Barclay's book Many Wit¬ 
nesses, One Lord, 39 where he does argue that in John 1:1 theos, 



Scholars' Words About the Word in John 1:1 


79 


because it lacks the definite article, "becomes a description, 
and more of an adjective than a noun," and concludes that 
John "does not say that Jesus was God." 40 The Watchtower 
article, however, omitted these crucial remarks by Barclay in 
the same section: 

The only modem translator who fairly and squarely faced this 
problem is Kenneth Wuest, who said: "The Word was as to 
his essence essential deity." But it is here that the neb [New 
English Bible] has brilliantly solved the problem with the abso¬ 
lutely correct rendering: "What God was the Word was." 41 

In a letter dated August 26, 1977, Barclay commented: 

The Watchtower article has, by judicious cutting, made me 
say the opposite of what I meant to say. What I was meaning 
to say, as you well know, is that Jesus is not the same as God, 
to put it more crudely, that he is of the same stuff as God, that 
is of the same being as God, but the way the Watchtower has 
printed my stuff has simply left the conclusion that Jesus is 
not God in a way that suits themselves. 

If they missed from their answer the translation of Kenneth 
Wuest and the N.E.B., they missed the whole point. 42 

To say that Jesus is "of the same being as God" is, of 
course, the same as the Athanasian Creed's statement that 
Christ is "of the same essence as the Father" (Greek, homo- 
ousios to patri). Thus, when Barclay states that John "does not 
say that Jesus was God," he is simply making the common 
observation that by not saying "the Word was the God," John 
was avoiding identifying the Word as God the Father. 

Even after Barclay's clear statement on the matter, the JWs 
continue to quote the same passage in exactly the same man¬ 
ner, omitting the reference to Wuest and the neb . 43 This 
suggests that either they have still "missed the whole point," 
or that they do not care what Barclay meant as long as his 
words can be twisted to their own purpose. 
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John L. McKenzie 

Both Nelson Herle 44 and, evidently following his ex¬ 
ample, the Watchtower Society, 45 cite as support for their 
view of John 1:1 the following single sentence from John L. 
McKenzie's Dictionary of the Bible: "Jn 1:1 should rigorously be 
translated 'the word was with the God [ = the Father], and 
the word was a divine being" (McKenzie's brackets). 46 Given 
the way in which the JWs use the word divine, one can 
certainly see how they might read this single sentence as 
consistent with their doctrine (although technically speaking 
they should object to McKenzie's use of the word "being" 
with reference to Christ, since in their view only God is a 
"being"). 

However, read in context, this sentence must be under¬ 
stood as affirming the orthodox trinitarian understanding of 
John 1:1, which, as we have explained, is that the Word was 
divine in the same sense that "God" in Clause B is divine, 
while remaining a second person distinct from the one called 
"God," that is, the Father. Even this one sentence contains 
some evidence that such was McKenzie's point, when after 
"God" he added in brackets, "the Father." The evidence be¬ 
comes incontrovertible when the sentence is read in its larger 
context: 

The word theos is used to designate the gods of paganism. 
Normally the word with or without the article designates the 
God of the Old Testament and of Judaism, the God of Israel: 
Yahweh. But the character of God is revealed in an original 
way in the NT; the originality is perhaps best summed up by 
saying that God reveals Himself in and through Jesus Christ. 
The revelation of God in Jesus Christ does not consist merely 
in the prophetic word as in the OT, but in an identity between 
God and Jesus Christ. Jn 1:1-18 expresses this by contrasting 
the word spoken by the prophets with the word incarnate in 
Jesus. In Jesus the personal reality of God is manifested in 
visible and tangible form. 
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In the words of Jesus and in much of the rest of the NT the 
God of Israel (ho theos) is the Father of Jesus Christ. It is for this 
reason that the title ho theos, which now designates the Father 
as a personal reality, is not applied in the NT to Jesus Himself; 
Jesus is the Son of God (of ho theos). This is a matter of usage 
and not of rule, and the noun is applied to Jesus a few times. 

Jn 1:1 should rigorously be translated "the word was with the 
God [= the Father], and the word was a divine being." 
Thomas invokes Jesus with the titles which belong to the 
Father, "My Lord and my God" On 20:28). "The glory of our 
great God and Savior" which is to appear can be the glory of 
no other than Jesus (Tt [Titus] 2:13). 47 

The above requires little commentary. McKenzie states 
clearly that John 1:1-18 is speaking about "an identity be¬ 
tween God and Jesus Christ" such that Jesus Christ is God 
"manifested in visible and tangible form." He explains that 
Jesus is not normally called ho theos only to avoid confusing 
him with the person of God the Father. He compares John 1:1 
with Jesus being called "God" in John 20:28 and Titus 2:13. 
These statements form the context in which McKenzie says 
that the Word "was a divine being." 

If that were not enough, on the same page McKenzie says 
that Yahweh (Jehovah) is a divine being! In his discussion of 
the name Yahweh, McKenzie writes: 

This name needs no defining genitive; Yahweh is the God of 
Israel without further definition. The name implies that a 
divine personal being has revealed Himself as the God of Israel 
through the covenant and the exodus; it designates the divine 
personal reality as proclaimed and experienced [my empha¬ 
sis]. 

With this piece of information, there can no longer be any 
doubt that in citing McKenzie the JWs have taken his words 
out of context and completely misconstrued his meaning. 

Other Scholars 

The above discussions of John 1:1 as understood by E. C. 
Colwell, Philip B. Hamer, Ernst Haenchen, William Barclay, 



82 


Jesus as God in John 1:1 


and John L. McKenzie have been presented in some detail 
because these scholars are the ones currently being quoted in 
Watchtower literature. In the past, however, they have cited a 
number of other scholars. Nelson Herle has produced a large 
series of citations from scholarly reference works which he 
claims support the interpretation that John 1:1c means no 
more than that "the Word was a god." 

Sorting through each and every one of these citations and 
discussing them in detail would double the length of this 
study. Fortunately this is unnecessary. For one thing, it is not 
our claim that no scholar has ever said anything that could be 
fairly construed as support for the JW interpretation of John 
1:1. Rather, our claim is that the facts disprove the JW inter¬ 
pretation. We would add that the vast majority of trained 
biblical scholars have agreed, but that is not the basis for our 
conclusion. Furthermore, anyone caring to read in context 
the excerpted statements cited by Herle and the Watchtower 
publications will find the following to be the case: Either the 
statements have been misconstrued by being taken out of 
context (the usual situation), or in a few cases the person 
being cited is lacking in scholarly training, prejudiced against 
the doctrine of Christ's deity, or both. 

Nevertheless, for the interested reader, some represen¬ 
tative citations from recognized biblical scholars are here pre¬ 
sented. Some of these are taken from some of the very 
sources quoted by the JWs to defend their interpretation of 
John 1:1. In light of the preceding study of that text, it should 
be evident that these sources have been misconstrued by the 
JWs. 

Henry Alford (famed scholar of biblical Greek and eccle¬ 
siastical Latin): 

Theos must then be taken as implying God, in substance and 
essence — not ho theos, "the Father," in person. It does not = 
theios, nor is it to be rendered a God — but, as in sarx egeneto 
["became flesh," John 1:14], sarx ["flesh"! expresses that state 
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into which the Divine Word entered by a definite act, so in 
theos en ["was God"], theos expresses that essence which was 
His en arche ["in the beginning"]:—that He was very God. So 
that this first verse might be connected thus: the Logos was 
from eternity,—was with God (the Father),—and was Him¬ 
self God. 48 

C. K. Barrett (prominent contemporary New Testament 
scholar): 

The absence of the article indicates that the Word is God, but 
is not the only being of whom this is true; if ho theos had been 
written it would have implied that no divine being existed 
outside the second person of the Trinity. 49 

C. H. Dodd (highly influential New Testament scholar; gen¬ 
eral director of the New English Bible translation committee): 

On this analogy, the meaning of theos en ho logos will be that 
the ousia ["essence"] of ho logos ["the Word"], that which it 
truly is, is rightly denominated theos . . . That this is the ousia 
of ho theos (the personal God of Abraham, the Father) goes 
without saying. In fact, the Nicene homoousios to patri ["of one 
essence with the Father"] is a perfect paraphrase. 50 

Bruce Metzger (professor of Greek New Testament at Prince¬ 
ton; co-editor of the United Bible Societies' edition of the 
Greek New Testament): 

It must be stated quite frankly that, if the Jehovah's Witnesses 
take this translation seriously, they are polytheists. . . . such 
a rendering is a frightful mistranslation. 51 

James Moffatt (famous Bible translator, often cited by the 
JWs for his rendering of John 1:1 as "the Word was divine"): 

"The Word was God. . . . And the Word became flesh," sim¬ 
ply means "The Word was divine. . . . And the Word became 
human." The Nicene faith, in the Chalcedon definition, was 
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intended to conserve both of these truths against theories that 
failed to present Jesus as truly God and truly man. . . , 52 

A. T. Robertson (prominent New Testament Greek scholar, 
author of massive Greek grammar textbook; frequently cited 
by JWs concerning John 1:1): 

Winer, indeed, denies that the subject may be known from 
the predicate by its [the subject] having the article. But the 
rule holds wherever the subject has the article and the predi¬ 
cate does not. The subject is then definite and distributed, the 
predicate indefinite and undistributed. The word with the 
article is then the subject, whatever the order may be. So in 
Jo. 1:1, theos en ho logos, the subject is perfectly clear [i.e., 
logos]. 53 

As a rule the article is not used with the predicate noun even 
if the subject is definite. The article with one and not with the 
other means that the articular noun is the subject. Thus ho 
theos agape estin can only mean God is love, not love is God. So in 
Jo. 1:1 theos en ho logos the meaning has to be the Logos was 
God, not God was the Logos. 54 

B. F. Westcott: 

The predicate ["God"] stands emphatically first, as in iv.24. It 
is necessarily without the article ( theos not ho theos ) inasmuch 
as it describes the nature of the Word and does not identify 
His Person. . . . No idea of inferiority of nature is suggested 
by the form of expression, which simply affirms the true deity 
of the Word. 55 

All of these biblical scholars (and the list could be ex¬ 
tended for many pages) agree with the orthodox trinitarian 
interpretation of John 1:1, and for very good reasons, as this 
study has shown. 
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In the next few chapters we shall be concerned 
with the JW interpretation of John 8:58 and its challenge to 
the trinitarian view that in that text Jesus implicitly claimed to 
be Jehovah, the Almighty God. Before delving into this de¬ 
bate, however, it will be useful to review the history of the 
interpretation of the verse. 

Unorthodox Interpretations Prior to Jehovah's Witnesses 

John 8:58 has long been regarded as a powerful prooftext 
for the deity of Christ. For centuries it stood virtually un¬ 
challenged as scriptural proof that the Arian teaching that 
"there was a time when the Son was not" was false. Thus, for 
example, Athanasius, after quoting John 8:58, argued, "Thus 
it appears that the phrases 'once was not,' and 'before it came 
to be/ and 'when/ and the like, belong to things originate 
and creatures, which came out of nothing, but are alien to 
the Word." 1 

From the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries anti- 
trinitarian thinkers, unable to deny that "I am" expressed 
eternal preexistence, weakly argued that Christ's words sim¬ 
ply meant that he existed in the eternal foreknowledge of 
God. The two most famous men to have held this interpreta¬ 
tion seem to have been Michael Servetus (1511-1553) and 
Hugo Grotius (1583-1645). To this exegetical dodge orthodox 
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scholars repeatedly replied that the same thing could be said 
by any human being. Calvin's response to Servetus was typ¬ 
ical: 

I am quite aware of the captious argument with which erring 
spirits corrupt this passage: that he was before all ages be¬ 
cause he was already foreknown as Redeemer, both in the 
Father's plan and in the minds of the godly. But since he 
clearly distinguishes the day of his manifestation from his 
eternal essence, and expressly commends his own authority 
as excelling Abraham's in antiquity, there is no doubt that he 
is claiming for himself what is proper to his divinity. 2 

Another antitrinitarian explanation of influence was that of 
Faustus Socinus (1539-1604), who with his uncle founded 
the theological movement known as Socinianism. According 
to Socinus, what Jesus was trying to say was something like 
this: "Before Abraham becomes Abraham [i.e., "father of 
many nations"], I am the Messiah," that is, Jesus must be the 
Messiah before Abraham can become the father of many 
nations. This interpretation simply ignored the actual word¬ 
ing of John 8:58, notably interpreting the past tense "came to 
be" (genesthai) as if it were future tense, and so was never 
widely accepted. As it was all too easy to show from the 
context that Jesus' claim was more than a claim to being the 
Messiah (8:59), the heretical explanation fell into disrepute 3 
and the text became again an unanswerable prooftext for the 
deity of Christ. 

In the twentieth century, the only scholarly rejection of the 
plain meaning of the text (that Jesus was claiming eternal 
preexistence and therefore deity) has come from scholars 
who argue that John's gospel does not give us an accurate 
report of the words of Jesus. A notable example is the argu¬ 
ment of J. Ernest Davey, who writes: 


In John 8:58 we have probably a deliberate change of tense, 
i.e., from a claim of preexistence as Messiah to a claim of 
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divinity, made however in the Greek and due to the evange¬ 
list, who has also in other places in John interpreted words of 
Jesus in a mistaken way. . . . 4 

This argument rests on the long-refuted notion that the 
fourth gospel was written in the second century and repre¬ 
sents a Hellenization of the message of Jesus. 5 Those schol¬ 
ars who hold fast to the inerrancy of Scripture agree that in 
John 8:58 Jesus claimed to be eternal. 

Jehovah's Witnesses' Interpretation 

The JWs, however, deny the deity of Christ while confess¬ 
ing the inerrant authority of the Bible; consequently, they 
must interpret Jesus' words in this crucial text in some other 
way. A serious effort to deal with this problem began in 1950 
with the publication of the first edition of the nwt. Since 
then, John 8:58 has become a major focal point of contention 
between orthodox Christian apologists and JWs. Indeed, the 
JWs' efforts to reinterpret John 8:58 to fit a nontrinitarian 
doctrine of Christ constitute the most serious challenge ever 
to the orthodox interpretation of this classic text. 

A literal translation of Jesus' words would be, ''Amen, 
Amen, I say to you. Before Abraham came into existence, I 
am" (amen, amen, lego humin, prin Abraam genesthai, ego eimi). 
As was the case with John 1:1, the Greek text of John 8:58 is 
not in dispute here; in the case of John 8:58, nor is the literal 
meaning of the words. Both the text and a literal rendering 
can be found in the JWs' own Kingdom Interlinear Translation, 6 
where ego eimi is translated "I am." 

To make John 8:58 appear to harmonize with their doc¬ 
trine, the nwt renders Jesus' words, "Before Abraham came 
into existence, I have been (italics mine)." Why is this signifi¬ 
cant? For one thing, it eliminates any apparent allusion to 
Exodus 3:14 and the "I am" passages in Isaiah. It also softens 
the contrast between the two verbs ("came into existence" 
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and "am"), and in so doing enables the Witnesses to under¬ 
stand Jesus to mean that he simply existed some time prior 
to Abraham without being eternally preexistent. 

It should not be thought, however, that the issue is merely 
a matter of translation. Several twentieth-century biblical 
translators and scholars have rendered eimi with some form 
of the English past tense, while at the same time insisting 
that what was meant was eternal preexistence. Indeed, no 
biblical scholar has ever rendered eimi in the past tense and 
argued on that basis that the words did not indicate eternal 
preexistence. The issue, then, as with John 1:1, is not merely 
translation, but interpretation, although translation should 
reflect interpretation and be guided by it. 

JWs employ two basic kinds of arguments to defend their 
"I have been" rendering. The first is an argument from pre¬ 
cedent: other translators and scholars have rendered John 
8:58 in this way, thus legitimizing such a rendering. 7 While 
the fact that scholarly translators have rendered John 8:58 in a 
similar manner suggests that the rendering is worthy of con¬ 
sideration, it does not, of course, prove it to be valid, nor 
does it prove that the interpretation adopted by the JWs is 
valid. It is unfortunate but true that JWs lean far too often on 
this approach to justify their unorthodox interpretations. 

Grammatical Arguments 

The second is an argument from grammar: the words ego 
eimi, although in the present tense, ought to be translated in 
the perfect tense because of the grammatical context. The 
exact form of the grammatical argument used has changed 
two or three times since the 1950 nwt, in which the follow¬ 
ing footnote to John 8:58 appeared: 

I have been = ego eimi (e.go eumi') after the aorist infinitive 
clause prin Abraam genesthai and hence properly rendered in 
the perfect indefinite tense. 8 

Evangelical scholars were immediately critical of this foot¬ 
note; representative was the criticism expressed by Walter 
Martin, who wrote: 
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It is difficult to know what the author of the note on page 312 
means since he does not use standard grammatical termi¬ 
nology, nor is his argument documented from standard 
grammars. . . . The term "perfect indefinite" is an invention 
of the author of the note, so it is impossible to know what is 
meant. . . . 9 

One might have expected that at this point the Society 
would have attempted to back up its footnote with documen¬ 
tation. If Martin's accusations were false, it would have been 
in the JWs' best interest for them to have shown that they did 
use "standard grammatical terminology," and that they did 
not invent the term "perfect indefinite." 

Instead, the Society simply ignored the criticism, and pre¬ 
sented a completely new defense of the rendering. In 1957, a 
Watchtower "Questions from Readers" on John 8:58 made no 
attempt to defend the term perfect indefinite —in fact, the term 
is not even mentioned. Instead, the article argued that "the 
Greek verb eimi must be viewed as a historical present." 10 
However, historical presents have nothing to do with perfect 
tenses, nor with the present tense following an "aorist infini¬ 
tive clause." Thus a new defense was introduced that in 
effect rejected the old one but was itself no better. 

Later editions of the nwt retained the same footnote to 
John 8:58 with one change: the last three words of the first 
sentence (quoted above) were changed from "perfect indefi¬ 
nite tense" in the 1950 edition to "perfect tense indicative," 11 
"perfect indicative," 12 or just "perfect tense." 13 The signifi¬ 
cance of this change will also be examined in this chapter, as 
it has a bearing on the issue of the meaning of the disputed 
expression, "perfect indefinite tense." 

In 1978 Nelson Herle began distributing letters and papers 
defending, among other things, the nwt rendering of John 
8:58 and the 1950 nwt footnote on that verse. Unlike the 
Watchtower Society itself, Herle attempted to show that the 
term perfect indefinite tense was a valid grammatical term. He 
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argued further that the terms perfect indefinite tense and perfect 
tense indicative were roughly synonymous. 

Herle also tried to show that the aorist clause preceding 
the present tense verb eimi did indeed require that cimi be 
interpreted as a perfect tense. Unlike the 1957 Watchtower, 
however, he did not appeal to the Greek idiom of the histor¬ 
ical present, but to the idiom of the "present of past action 
still in progress." This idiom appears where a Greek present 
tense verb is used to describe an action which began in the 
past and continues to the present. Herle set forth this argu¬ 
ment also in his 1983 unpublished book The Trinity Doc¬ 
trine. 14 

In 1984, a reference edition of the nwt appeared with an 
appendix using the same argument in defense of the render¬ 
ing "I have been" as Herle used in his book, based on the 
present of past action still in progress. The appendix did not, 
however, comment on the 1950 nwt use of the term perfect 
indefinite tense. It also avoided, as did Herle, any mention of 
the historical present. 

Which Defense? 

It would seem, then, that the Watchtower Society has used 
at least three different defenses of the rendering "I have 
been" in John 8:58. In these three defenses, eimi follows an 
aorist infinitive clause and therefore (1) should be rendered 
in the perfect indefinite tense; (2) is an historical present; (3) 
is a present of past action still in progress. 

The first of these arguments is rather general—it tells us 
that the aorist infinitive clause preceding eimi is grounds for 
rendering the present tense verb as a perfect, but it does not 
tell us why. The second and third arguments are more spe¬ 
cific, appealing to two different idiomatic uses of the present 
tense in Greek as requiring a perfect tense rendering in En¬ 
glish. These last two explanations, therefore, are contradic¬ 
tory to each other. That this is the case shall become clearer as 
each is examined in turn. 
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Given that the Society has offered two incompatible de¬ 
fenses of their rendering of John 8:58, the faithful JW will 
have no trouble deciding which to uphold: the latter. This is 
because the Witnesses are taught that the light of Bible doc¬ 
trine emanating from the Society is growing progressively 
brighter, and that they should disregard "old light" where it 
is superseded by "new light." 15 

Yet the question must be asked why the Society would 
give a different reason for its rendering in 1984 than it gave in 
1957. If they had a good reason for the rendering in 1950 
when the translation first appeared, presumably they knew 
it then. Indeed, presumably the writer of the 1957 Watchtower 
article had a better chance of knowing that reason than the 
writer of the 1984 nwt appendix on John 8:58, since he was 
twenty-seven years closer to the source. Thus, whereas theo¬ 
logically the Witness may prefer to adhere to the 1984 expla¬ 
nation, the 1957 defense is historically more likely to be the 
translators' real basis. If it is claimed (as this writer has been 
told by Witnesses) that the reasoning of the translators in 
1950 is now unknown, then it cannot be claimed that the 
argument presented in the 1984 nwt represents that reason¬ 
ing. Instead, it becomes simply a justification after the fact. 

Indefinite and Indicative 

As noted earlier in this chapter, the footnote to John 8:58 
in the nwt was changed in later editions, so that the term 
perfect indefinite tense was altered to "perfect tense indicative," 
"perfect indicative," or simply "perfect tense." What is the 
significance of these changes? 

According to JWs, the changes were simply a matter of 
using more commonly understood terminology. Specifically, 
they claim that the term perfect indefinite tense had been mis¬ 
understood to be a Greek tense rather than an English tense, 
and that the changes were made to clear up this misunder¬ 
standing. Thus, in a letter of February 7, 1978, to Firpo W. 
Carr, a JW, the Society stated: "The change was made in 
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order to make it clearer that the footnote pertained to the 
English rendering rather than to the tense in the original 
Greek." 16 

This explanation, however, does not fit the facts. It is true 
that some Christian scholars have criticized the nwt footnote 
on the grounds that there is no such thing in Greek as the 
perfect indefinite tense. 17 And it may be, as Nelson Herle 
has argued, that the expression "rendered in" in that foot¬ 
note should be understood to refer to the tense of the En¬ 
glish rendering, although for many years JWs commonly 
defended it as a Greek tense. 18 But these points do not ex¬ 
plain the change in the footnote in question. Changing 
"perfect indefinite tense" to "perfect tense indicative" does 
absolutely nothing to clarify that "rendered in" means ren¬ 
dered into English! If that is what the Society wished to 
clarify, all they had to do was add the words "into English." 
Unless we assume that the persons responsible for the re¬ 
vised footnote were utterly inept, it is inconceivable that 
what they were trying to do was to clarify that an English 
tense was meant. 

Another explanation, this one offered by Herle, is that the 
Society realized that "perfect indefinite" was an unusual 
term, and so they simply decided to use more common ter¬ 
minology. Thus, he argues that the two expressions are syn¬ 
onymous: 

Whether one calls the tense the "perfect," "perfect indefi¬ 
nite," or "perfect tense indicative," all mean basically the 
same thing, "an event of past time." The terms "perfect" and 
"perfect tense indicative" are more common than "the perfect 
tense indefinite" and have been used in more recent editions 
of the nwt for the sake of using a more common term, not a 
more correct one. 19 

Herle's explanation fares no better than the Society's. It 
overlooks the fact, known to all first-year students of Greek, 
that "indicative" is a term describing the mood of the verb. 
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while “indefinite," as used in the 1950 nwt footnote, is a 
term describing the tense of the verb. The indicative mood is 
simply that aspect of the verb that identifies it as a statement 
(rather than a question, command, or wish). Thus, it is sim¬ 
ply not true that “perfect tense indicative" is synonymous 
with "perfect indefinite tense." 

That Herle did not understand the difference can be seen 
from his use of the expression perfect tense indefinite as if it 
were identical to “perfect indefinite tense." The word indefi¬ 
nite following immediately after "perfect" and before “tense" 
is used to modify the word perfect: that is, this is not just any 
perfect tense, and it is not the perfect definite tense—it is the 
perfect indefinite tense. When, however, the word indefinite is 
placed after the word tense, it no longer functions as a modi¬ 
fier of the word perfect. 

Since the mood of the verb eimi is not an issue in the 
debate over the meaning of John 8:58, and since it has 
nothing to do with rendering "I have been" rather than “I 
am," it would seem that there was no legitimate reason why 
the word indicative should have been added at all. What pos¬ 
sible reason can be given? The simplest explanation, and the 
only one which makes sense of the facts, is that indicative was 
used because it looks and sounds similar to the word indefi¬ 
nite. To the casual reader, "indefinite" and "indicative" would 
appear so similar that he might not even notice the change; 
while the uninformed reader who did notice it would proba¬ 
bly assume (as did Nelson Herle) that the two words were 
synonymous. Since the vast majority of Jehovah's Witnesses 
and their contacts are uninformed on such matters, the 
change was a shrewd one. 

The Perfect Indefinite Tense 

The fact that the Watchtower Society dropped the term 
perfect indefinite tense and used similar-sounding terms in its 
place in later footnotes to John 8:58 suggests that they were 
unable to defend the former expression. As was pointed out 
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earlier, it is strange that the Society has never documented 
the perfect indefinite tense from grammar textbooks if they 
knew it could be so documented. This silence alone, of 
course, cannot prove that the Society invented the term (as 
such a "proof" would be an argument from silence). How¬ 
ever, we have more than silence on which to base this 
claim—we have the Society's own statement on the matter. 
In their letter to Firpo Carr cited earlier, they explained the 
use of the term as follows: 

What was meant was that the Greek present indicative e.gd’ 
ei-mi is here rendered into English in the perfect tense, "I have 
been," with an idea of indefiniteness. That is to say, no men¬ 
tion of the length of Jesus' prehuman existence is here 
given. 20 

Here the Society explicitly declares the reason for the term 
indefinite. It served to communicate their belief that the word 
eimi, while admittedly indicating the preexistence of Christ, 
does not indicate "the length of Jesus' prehuman existence." 
This is decidedly different from saying that there actually is a 
perfect indefinite tense in English. 

Despite this positive piece of evidence that the expression 
perfect indefinite tense was coined by the author of the 1950 
nwt footnote, Nelson Herle has for several years maintained 
that the Society was using "standard grammatical termi¬ 
nology" (to use Walter Martin's phrase). He bases this claim 
on two textbooks of English grammar. The first is Crowell's 
Dictionary of English Grammar and of American Usage, by 
Maurice H. Weseen, published in 1928; the second, A New 
English Grammar Logical and Historical, by Henry Sweet, was 
published in 1900. 21 

First of all, these two textbooks alone cannot document 
that something is "standard grammatical terminology." In 
order for them to do that, they would themselves have to be 
standards in their fields—that is, books which have been 
widely known and used, which have been reprinted over a 
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long period of time, and which have been well received by 
professionals in the field. By these criteria, neither Weseen's 
book nor Sweet's are standard English grammar textbooks. 

Moreover, Weseen is dependent on Sweet for the terms 
indefinite and definite as applied to tense. Thus, Weseen 
writes, "Definite Tense. Sweet uses this term . . . Opposed to 
Indefinite tense. . . Z' 22 The fact that Herle could find only 
these two textbooks, the most recent of which was published 
in 1928, and that one is dependent on the other for the term 
in question, indicates that the two books cited by Herle, even 
if they use the term perfect indefinite tense, cannot be used to 
establish it as standard terminology. Even Herle agrees that 
the term is not "common." 23 


Chart 1 



Indefinite 

Definite 

Present 

I see. 

I am seeing. 

Preterite 

I saw. 

I was seeing. 

Perfect 

I have seen. 

I have been seeing. 

Pluperfect 

I had seen. 

I had been seeing. 

Future 

I shall see. 

I shall be seeing. 

Future Perfect 

I shall have seen. 

I shall have been seeing. 

Preterite Future 

I should see. 

I should be seeing. 


Of course, if these two books do use the term, then it 
would seem that the Watchtower Society can be acquitted of 
the charge of making it up. This would be the case, though, 
only if the Society used the term in the same manner as the 
two books define and use it. This is not the case, however. 
Note table 1, found in both Weseen's'and Sweet's books, 24 
and reproduced by Nelson Herle 25 as evidence in favor of the 
perfect indefinite tense. From this chart it can be easily seen 
that Weseen and Sweet would indeed admit the use of the 
expression perfect indefinite tense in English grammar. Accord¬ 
ing to this chart, as Herle points out, an example of the 
perfect indefinite would be "I have seen." This looks and 
sounds like an exact parallel to "I have been," the phrase 
used in the nwt at John 8:58. It would thus seem that Herle 
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has produced the documentation for the perfect indefinite 
tense which the Society itself has failed to produce for thirty- 
five years. 26 

However, a closer look at the chart reveals something else 
The exact phrase 1 have been occurs on the chart as part of the 
perfect definite, rather than the perfect indefinite. In this case, 
the perfect definite is "I have been seeing." Looking up the 
chart, we see that "I have been" would be the perfect definite 
of "I am." It would appear, then, that "I have been" is the 
perfect definite, not the "perfect indefinite," as the nwt 
footnote had said. 

Perhaps it will be objected that the chart does not have "1 
have been" standing on its own. That is true, of course, but 
that is because "I have been," like "I am," always implies 
some sort of predicate ("I have been running"; "I have been 
here"; "I have been a teacher," and so forth). This is true, 
even if the words are taken to be an expression of existence, 
in which case the predicate "existing" is implied ("I have 
been existing"). Since "I have been existing" would be de¬ 
fined by Weseen and Sweet as the perfect definite, and since 
"existing" is the implied predicate of John 8:58 according to 
the interpretation of both orthodox Christians and the 
Jehovah's Witnesses, the conclusion cannot be avoided: "I 
have been" is the perfect definite, not the perfect indefinite. 

What this implies, of course, is that it is highly unlikely 
that the Society had actually drawn from Weseen or Sweet in 
using the term perfect indefinite tense; and if they did, that 
would not say much for their scholarship, since they would 
have used it incorrectly. 

In response, a JW might say that what matters is not 
whether this particular term was used correctly, but whether 
their interpretation is correct. Although such a response 
would to some extent be valid, yet it is relevant to note that 
JWs have exhibited poor scholarship in their handling of the 
term "perfect indefinite tense." Still, it is the interpretation of 
John 8:58 itself with which we are primarily concerned, and 
to which we will turn in the next chapters. 
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or Just Very Old? 


A 

XJLCCording to the traditional interpretation of 
John 8:58, in that verse Jesus made a direct claim to being 
eternal. It was not simply that he was older than Abraham, 
although his statement says that much too, but that his exis¬ 
tence is of a different kind than Abraham's—that Abraham's 
existence was created and finite, beginning at a point in time, 
while Christ's existence never began, is uncreated and in¬ 
finite, and therefore eternal. The JWs cannot allow such an 
interpretation to go unchallenged, since it would prove that 
Jesus claimed implicitly to be God. They have therefore 
sought desperately over the years to find a grammatically 
based interpretation of John 8:58 that would remove the idea 
of eternal preexistence and make Jesus simply a very old 
figure in history. 

The Historical Present 

As has already been noted, the 1957 article in the Watch- 
tower dealing with John 8:58 stated that "in view of its being 
preceded by the aorist infinitive clause which refers to Abra¬ 
ham's past, the Greek verb eimi' must be viewed as a histor¬ 
ical present." 1 Several JWs in Southern California have 
admitted privately to this author and to others as well that 
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the Watchtower was wrong on this point, and so was Nelson 
Herle. 2 Moreover, none of the Society's books or magazines 
have mentioned the historical present in connection with 
John 8:58 since the 1957 Watchtower article. 

It would seem, then, that the Witnesses are unable to 
defend this interpretation of John 8:58. However, the Society 
has yet to admit in print that they made a mistake. This 
makes it difficult to accept their claim that although they have 
made mistakes in the past, they freely admit them. 3 In fact, 
at the end of the 1978 letter to Firpo Carr already cited, the 
Society referred Carr for "further comments ... to what has 
been published under 'Questions from Readers' in the Feb¬ 
ruary 15, 1957, issue of The Watchtower. . . ," 4 Evidently 
then, the Society still stands by what they said in that article. 

The article in question was unable to cite any scholarly 
writings of any kind in support of their claim that John 8:58 
was an historical present. Instead, they simply quoted defi¬ 
nitions and illustrations of the idiom from two textbooks in 
Greek grammar, Hadley and Allen's Greek Grammar and A. T. 
Robertson's massive Grammar. Ironically, these two sources 
themselves disprove that John 8:58 is an historical present, 
sometimes in the very words quoted by The Watchtower! The 
following points prove beyond reasonable doubt that the 
historical present is irrelevant to John 8:58. 

1. The historical present is an idiom in which past events 
are narrated, story-telling fashion, in the present tense, as a 
vivid, dramatic way of projecting the reader or listener into 
the narrative. In John 8:58, on the other hand, Jesus' words 
do not tell a story or describe a past event, but instead simply 
state a comparison between Abraham and Jesus. 

All of the Greek grammars agree on this understanding of 
the historical present. Hadley and Allen are cited by the 
Watchtower itself as stating that the idiom is used "in vivid 
narration." 5 Robertson agrees. 6 Some grammars distinguish 
between the historical present used in records (sometimes 
called the "annalistic" use) and that used in narratives (usu¬ 
ally called the "dramatic"); a few divide the dramatic be¬ 
tween historical narratives and reports of dreams and 
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visions. 7 According to Robertson, the New Testament uses 
the dramatic form of the historical present 8 ; but in any case, 
Christ's words in John 8:58 do not fit any of these categories 
of historical presents. 

This idiom is common in all languages, including English; 
Funk and Wagnalls Standard Desk Dictionary defines it as “the 
present tense used to narrate a past event." 9 In English it is 
most common in conversation, not writing. Robert Funk 
gives the following sentence as an example: “Then these 
guys come in, see, and I says to them, 'Where do you think 
you're going?'" 10 In both Greek and English, then, the his¬ 
torical present is defined and used in the same way. There 
simply is no valid way to define historical presents to include 
John 8:58. 

2. The historical present has nothing whatsoever to do 
with following an “aorist infinitive clause." The key state¬ 
ment in the Watchtower article is that "in view of its being 
preceded by the aorist infinitive clause which refers to Abra¬ 
ham's past, the Greek verb eimi' must be viewed as a histor¬ 
ical present." This statement appears to mean that present 
tenses preceded by “aorist infinitive clauses" must by some 
rule of Greek grammar be translated in the past tense, be¬ 
cause such constructions are examples of the historical pres¬ 
ent. At the very least, the statement means that a present 
tense verb following a past tense verb is an historical pres¬ 
ent. 

Such an argument is proved false by the article itself. 
Hadley and Allen are again quoted as saying, "The present 
in this use is freely interchanged with the past tenses." 11 The 
article also cites John 1:29-42, John 20, and Mark 1:12-13 as 
"examples of where the Greek mixes the historical present 
with past tenses." 12 John 1:29 begins (translating literally), 
"The next day he beholds [blepei] Jesus coming toward him, 
and he says [legei]. . . ."In this verse there is no past tense 
verb preceding either of the two historical presents. Some¬ 
times past tense verbs follow the historical presents, some¬ 
times they precede them, and sometimes the historical 
presents stand alone. 
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In short, the presence of a past tense verb has absolutely 
nothing to do with the historical present. In trying to draw 
such a connection, the Watchtower Society has simply re¬ 
defined the term historical present to suit themselves. Such a 
practice is indefensible, and unfortunately the JWs engage in 
this practice all too frequently. 

These two points are enough to prove beyond reasonable 
doubt that identifying John 8:58 as an instance of the use of 
the historical present is in error. But there are some addi¬ 
tional considerations which, while none of them are con¬ 
clusive by themselves, serve to add further confirmation. 

3. A check of some dozen Greek grammars and over sixty 
commentaries and studies on the Gospel of John shows that 
not one identifies John 8:58 as an historical present, or de¬ 
fines the idiom in such a way as to include that verse. 

4. The historical present, according to C. F. Burney's list, 13 
occurs 164 times in John. Yet in chapters 7-10 the historical 
present is used only six times, five of these with the verb legei 
("he says") or its plural legousin ("they say"). The sixth occur¬ 
rence is agousin ("they lead") in John 9:13. These figures do 
not prove that John 8:58 could not contain an historical pres¬ 
ent, but they do suggest that it is less likely. 

5. None of the 164 historical presents listed by Burney use 
the verb eimi or any of its forms. Three-fourths of the histor¬ 
ical presents occur with legei or legousin. None of the dozen 
grammars consulted give any examples of the historical pres¬ 
ent with eimi. Indeed, it has been asserted that eimi never 
occurs in the New Testament as an historical present. 14 Since 
the historical present is used to heighten the vividness of 
narration, it makes sense that the verb for "to be" would not 
occur as an historical present. 

6. Finally, the historical present is used regularly in a 
punctiliar (or aoristic) sense, not in a durative sense, 15 
whereas eimi in John 8:58 is indisputably durative. It is true 
that Robertson does allow for occasional durative uses of the 
historical present, 16 but unfortunately he gives no examples. 
None of the historical presents in John are durative. Burney 
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does list phanei in John 1:5 as an historical present, and phanei 
there is clearly durative; however, Burney also admits that it 
"may be open to dispute" whether it is an historical present 
at ail. Since most translations (including the nwt) render 
phanei in the present tense, and in context John is not en¬ 
gaged in narration, John 1:5 may be ruled out as an historical 
present. Therefore, it can be confidently said that there are 
no durative historical presents at least in John, which mili¬ 
tates against the notion that in John 8:58 eimi is an historical 
present. 

There is thus no reason whatsoever to believe that eimi in 
John 8:58 is an historical present, and every reason to believe 
that it is not. This defense of the nwt rendering is so indefen¬ 
sible that Nelson Herle does not even mention it in his writ¬ 
ings, not even in The Trinity Doctrine, where he spends over 
eight pages discussing John 8:58. Nor is it mentioned in any 
of the half a dozen or so discussions of the verse which have 
appeared in Watchtower publications since that 1957 Watch- 
tower article. 

Present of Past Action in Progress 

Since the late 1970s, Jehovah's Witnesses have begun 
using a different line of reasoning to defend their unor¬ 
thodox interpretation of John 8:58. The first Witness to use 
this new argument was apparently Nelson Herle. In a 1978 
letter to Walter Martin, after listing eleven translations (in¬ 
cluding the nwt) that render eimi in John 8:58 with some 
form of the past tense, Herle argued as follows: 

The Greek has a tense which is not found in the English: that 
tense which denotes action which began in the past and is 
still in progress. This tense is stated in the present tense and 
should be translated or rendered in the English perfect or as 
some still say the past tense. The above translations of John 
8:58 are examples of this. 17 

A similar statement appeared in The Trinity Doctrine. 18 Both 
of these writings cited various Greek grammarians, in par¬ 
ticular G. B. Winer and Nigel Turner, both of whom identi¬ 
fied John 8:58 as an example of this particular idiom. Then in 
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1984 the Watchtower Society for the first time published a 
discussion of John 8:58 using the same argument; it ap¬ 
peared in an appendix to the 1984 Reference Edition of the 
nwt , 19 and was reprinted in the 1985 revision of the Society's 
Kingdom Interlinear Translation. 20 Like Herle, the Society's 
publications cited Winer and Turner as scholarly support. 

It must be admitted that at least in this argument the 
Witnesses are not completely without scholarly backing in 
identifying John 8:58 as an instance of the present of past 
action still in progress (hereafter abbreviated "PPA"). 21 How¬ 
ever, this fact does not at all help to establish their position on 
the meaning of John 8:58. As we shall see, it is entirely 
possible to identify eimi in John 8:58 as a PPA without imply¬ 
ing that Jesus' words are not an assertion of eternal preexis¬ 
tence. Moreover, there are some important reasons to doubt 
that John 8:58 is a PPA at all. 

What exactly is the PPA, and what significance does it 
have in the exegesis of this verse? We may begin by citing the 
definitions given by Winer and Turner themselves. Accord¬ 
ing to Winer: 

Sometimes the Present includes also a past tense 
(Mdv. 108), viz. when the verb expresses a state which com¬ 
menced at an earlier period but still continues,—a state in its 
duration. . . 22 

And according to Turner: 

The Present which indicates the continuance of an action 
during the past and up to the moment of speaking is virtually 
the same as Perfective, the only difference being that the ac¬ 
tion is conceived as still in progress. . . . 23 

According to these grammarians, then, the PPA is essen¬ 
tially an idiomatic use of the present tense to speak of a state 
or action which was occurring in the past and has continued 
to occur up to the time of the speaker. In that limited and 
general sense it may be agreed that John 8:58 is an instance of 
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such a usage of the present tense: Jesus certainly existed in 
the past, and he was existing at the time he uttered the 
words recorded in John. However JWs seek to find more in 
the idiom. They wish to argue that the use of this idiom does 
not permit orthodox Christians to claim with any certainty 
that Jesus was here asserting eternal preexistence. 24 Some, 
such as Nelson Herle, 25 even go so far as to claim that this 
idiom presupposes a beginning to the state described by the 
verb, since Winer speaks of the state as "commenced," and 
Burton speaks of it as "beginning in past time," 26 thus prov¬ 
ing that Jesus was in fact a created being. 

The first point of importance to note is that Winer and 
Turner, the only two Greek grammarians known to include 
John 8:58 as an instance of the PPA, omit one very important 
fact about this particular idiom. Most grammars specifically 
state that accompanying the present tense verb is some ad¬ 
verbial expression indicating the extent of the duration of the 
time indicated by the verb. Thus Burton says that it is 
"accompanied by an adverbial expression denoting duration 
and referring to past time" 27 ; Goodwin notes that it occurs 
"with palai or any other expression of past time" 28 ; Dana and 
Mantey say that it "is generally associated with an adverb of 
time" 29 ; and Robertson states, "Usually an adverb of time (or 
adjunct) accompanies the verb." 30 

This important qualification can be better understood by 
considering how this idiom occurs elsewhere in the New 
Testament. According to the various grammars already cited, 
the following passages (other than John 8:58) are examples of 
the PPA: Luke 2:48; 13:7; 15:29; John 5:6; 14:9; 15:27; Acts 
15:21; 2 Cor. 12:19; 2 Tim. 3:15; 2 Peter 3:4; 1 John 2:9; 3:8. All 
but three of these texts (2 Tim. 3:15; 2 Peter 3:4; 1 John 2:9) 
are listed as examples of the idiom by the appendix on John 
8:58 in the 1984 edition of the nwt . 31 An examination of these 
texts reveals that John 8:58 does not quite belong to this 
category of usage. 

To begin with, two of these texts are usually and properly 
rendered in English as present tenses. First John 2:9 reads, 
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"He that says he is in the light and yet hates his brother is 
[estin] in the darkness up to right now" (nwt; cf. kjv, niv, 
neb, and others). Second Peter 3:4 quotes scoffers as saying, 
"... Why, from the day our forefathers fell asleep [in death], 
all things are continuing [ diamenei\ exactly as from creation's 
beginning" (nwt; cf. kjv, niv, neb, and others). In both of 
these texts, the present tense verbs could have been ren¬ 
dered by the English perfect, but they need not have been, as 
the nwt itself demonstrates. It is simply untrue, therefore, 
that the PPA must be rendered in a past tense; it may be, but 
need not be. It is also obviously untrue that the PPA "is not 
found in English," as Nelson Herle claimed. 32 

It should be noted that, out of all twelve of these texts, not 
one uses an "aorist infinitive clause." Evidently, then, the 
1950 nwt footnote (as well as the 1957 Watchtower and the 
1969 Kingdom Interlinear Translation ) was in error in citing 
the "aorist infinitive clause" preceding the present tense 
verb eimi as a reason for rendering eimi in a past tense. 

One text which does have a past tense verb alongside a 
present tense verb is Luke 2:48, where Mary says to Jesus, 
"... Here your father and I in mental distress [odunomenoi) 
have been looking [ezetoumen] for you" (nwt). This text, 
however, is not at all parallel in grammatical form to John 
8:58, nor to the genuine instances of the PPA. The verb 
odunomenoi is present passive participle, while ezetoumen is 
imperfect active indicative. Since ezetoumen, the main verb, is 
an imperfect (not a present) tense, it obviously cannot be a 
PPA. 33 Rather, it is a vivid, idiomatic outburst (note that in 
the context Mary's tone could reasonably be inferred to be 
emotional). We could paraphrase her words as follows: "Your 
father and I are going crazy looking for you!" 

There is one text among these examples of the PPA which 
appears at first in some sense to parallel John 8:58, namely, 
2 Peter 3:4, which has the aorist verb ekoimethesan ("fell 
asleep") in the clause preceding the present tense verb di¬ 
amenei ("are continuing"). However, this text does not help 
the JWs' case at all. For one thing, as has already been 
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pointed out, they themselves render diamenei in the present 
tense. Also to be noticed is that ekoimethesan is an aorist in¬ 
dicative, not an aorist infinitive. More important is the fact 
that the clause in which ekoimethesan occurs is not the clause 
which makes diamenei a PPA. Rather, the critical clause is ap' 
arches ktiseos ("from creation's beginning"), since it tells us 
from which point "all things are continuing." Since this 
clause contains no verb at all, this text also is not parallel to 
John 8:58. 

Two most critical observations, though, have yet to be 
made. The first comes from A. T. Robertson, who in his 
extensive discussion of the PPA points out in passing that in 
John 8:58 " eimi is really absolute," implying that for this rea¬ 
son it is not a true example of the PPA. 34 What Robertson 
means by "absolute" is that in John 8:58 eimi occurs as what is 
known as a predicate absolute, a construction in which a 
copulative verb is used without an object or complement. 35 
A study of the relevant passages shows that none of them 
occur with predicate absolutes. Nor, apparently, could a pred¬ 
icate absolute be a PPA, since a predicate absolute does not 
express an action or ongoing event, nor even an ongoing 
specific condition, but rather simply existence. (Note that 
this does not mean that eimi cannot be used as a PPA in 
contexts where it is not a predicate absolute, as in John 14:9; 
15:27; and 1 John 2:9). This point alone may not settle the 
matter, but it does point away from the identification of eimi 
in John 8:58 as a PPA. 

Perhaps it should be noted that Nelson Herle has refused 
to admit that eimi in John 8:58 is a predicate absolute. Herle's 
discussions of this question in his letters and book suggest 
that he simply does not understand the terminology used by 
grammarians. Before examining what he says, it will be help¬ 
ful to explain the terms involved. According to grammarians, 
the term predicate may be used in one of two ways: to refer to 
the verb itself, or to refer to a subject complement, adverbial 
expression, or modifier that follows a copulative (or "link¬ 
ing") verb. Thus, in the sentence, "Jack ran home," ran is a 
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predicate in the first sense, while in the sentence, “Jack is at 
home," at home is a predicate in the second sense. A 
“predicate absolute" is simply a grammatical construction in 
which a linking verb is used without a predicate (in the 
second sense) expressed with it. 

In a letter to Walter Martin, Herle took issue with Martin's 
statement (which was based on Robertson's assertion that 
eimi in John 8:58 is absolute) regarding eimi that “there is no 
predicate expressed with it." 36 Herle's response to this state¬ 
ment was to argue that eimi is indeed a predicate because it is 
a verb! His argument is as follows: 

However, let it be noted that Dr. Robertson at this point... is 
not commenting on the subject of parts of speech, but on that 
of tense. . . . His comment has nothing to do with the ques¬ 
tion "Does the word contain a predicate force or not?" His 
assigning the present tense to "Eimi" shows that it is a verb, 
since neither nouns nor verbal nouns have tense. To show 
that "Eimi" at Jo. 8:58 does express a predicate we need only 
refer to the lexicons. . . , 37 

What Herle has done here is to confuse the two meanings 
of the term predicate in grammar. When Martin (and other 
scholars) says that there is no predicate expressed with eimi, 
he is not denying that eimi is a verb (!), but simply observing 
that in John 8:58 eimi stands alone without any predicate 
expressed with it. Because eimi is a copulative verb (that is, 
one usually used to link subject and predicate), the absence 
of a predicate makes eimi a "predicate absolute." 

This simple fact has been explained to Herle numerous 
times by Christians acquainted with grammar, yet he has not 
changed his position. In fact, in his book The Trinity Doctrine, 
he seems to understand exactly what a predicate absolute is, 
yet still refuses to admit that John 8:58 fits the description. 
After explaining that the occurrences of ego eimi in several 
texts (Isa. 41:4 LXX; 46:4 LXX; John 8:24, 28; 9:9) are predicate 
absolutes, he writes the following: 
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A verb, such as ego is said to be a predicate absolute when it 
is used without an object. In the above citations, the expres¬ 
sion “I am" itself does not have an object telling us what the 
subject is. "Ego" at John 8:58 is not used as "a predicate 
absolute" because it does not tell who the subject, Jesus, is; it 
is used, at this verse, to show that the Son of God was alive 
before Abraham. . . 

What Herle is apparently trying to say here is that a verb is 
a predicate absolute only when it occurs without an "object" 
(that is, a predicate in the second sense) yet implies some 
sort of "object": for example, "I am" in John 9:9 means "I am 
the man" or the like. Such a qualification, however, is not 
given by any grammarian, and Herle does not attempt to 
document this definition at all. The fact is that any use of a 
copulative without a predicate expressed with it is a predicate 
absolute. 

The second point has not before been specifically stated by 
grammarians with reference to John 8:58, but is based on the 
usual definition of the PPA as given by such grammarians as 
Robertson, Burton, Dana and Mantey, and others. As has 
already been noted, "an adverbial expression denoting dura¬ 
tion and referring to past time" (as Burton put it 39 ) usually 
accompanies the PPA—indeed, it always does in the genuine 
examples found in the New Testament. In each case, the 
relevant adverbial expression defines (whether in a vague, 
general manner or very specifically and exactly) the period 
and extent of the duration of the verb. These adverbial 
clauses make it explicit that the action or condition described 
by the present tense verb is a temporal one that began at 
some point in the past. 

In Luke 13:7, for example, where the nwt reads, "Here it 
is three years that I have come looking . . . "it is three 
years" translates tria ete aph' ou, "three years from which." 
This clause clearly sets the action of the PPA verb erchomai ("I 
am coming") in the temporal past beginning roughly three 
years prior to the time of speaking. All of the other examples 
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of the PPA in the New Testament have similar clauses delim¬ 
iting the time reference of the verb: "so many years" ( tosauta 
ete, Luke 15:29); "a long time" ( polun ede chronon, John 5:6); 
"so long a time" {tosouto chrond, John 14:9); "from [the] begin¬ 
ning" ( ap ' arches, John 15:27 [nwt, "from when I began"]; 
1 John 3:8); "from ancient times" ( ek geneon archaion, Acts 
15:21); "all this while" ( palai , 2 Cor. 12:19); "from infancy" 
(apo brephous, 2 Tim. 3:15); "from creation's beginning" {ap' 
arches ktiseds, 2 Peter 3:4); and "up to right now" {beds arti, 
1 John 2:9). All of these expressions refer to a period of time 
beginning at some point (whether specified or not) in the 
past and continuing up to the time of the speaker. 

Not only is this not the case in John 8:58, the situation is 
the precise opposite. There Jesus' existence is said to be 
"before Abraham came into existence," so that the expression 
does not refer to a period of time beginning at Abraham's 
birth, but rather ending then. In other words, prin Abraam 
genesthai does not point forward from Abraham's birth up to 
the time of Jesus' speaking, but instead points backward from 
Abraham's birth to the more distant past. To put it yet an¬ 
other way (since this point is critical and somewhat new), a 
clause beginning with prin cannot specify "duration" up to 
the present, since it refers to a period prior to the past event 
specified in the clause. Had John wished to construct a clause 
that did indicate duration, he could have said something like, 
"since (apo) Abraham came into existence"; but as it stands, 
prin Abraam genesthai does not fit the requirements of a clause 
indicating the duration of a PPA verb. 

Nelson Herle himself observes, "It can be seen from the 
other examples of the 'present of past action still in progress' 
from Luke through 1 John, that one fact is common to them 
all; all these events had a beginning." He then states, with¬ 
out any evidence, "John 8:58 is no exception." 40 But as we 
have seen, John 8:58 is an exception: there no beginning is 
stated or implied, whereas in all the other texts, a beginning 
was clearly implied for each. 
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Therefore, John 8:58 is not really an instance of the PPA. It 
is true, of course, that Jesus existed before Abraham, and 
that he continued to exist up until (and beyond) the day he 
spoke the words in John 8:58. It might be felt that in light of 
this observation eimi might properly be understood as a PPA, 
since Jesus both was and is existing from that time reference 
in which Jesus spoke. In this qualified sense it might be 
agreed that eimi in John 8:58 could be called a PPA; but if so, 
it would have to be with the understanding that it was a 
different kind of PPA. That is, it could be maintained that there 
are two kinds of PPA: those limited to temporal events, ac¬ 
tions, and conditions, and those which refer to eternal states. 
However, in light of the fact that eimi is a predicate absolute, 
and because the text does not have the usual adverbial ex¬ 
pression denoting the duration of the verb, the more accurate 
approach is simply to deny that John 8:58 is an actual in¬ 
stance of the PPA. In either case, the text will still have the 
same meaning—eternal preexistence. 

How, then, should the text be translated? Most transla¬ 
tions opt for "I am," while a few read "I have been" or the 
like; a very few render "I have been and still am" or the 
equivalent. The examples of 1 John 2:9 and 2 Peter 3:4 prove 
that the PPA need not be rendered in a past tense, but may if 
context requires. In John 8:58, however, the context demands 
the present tense rendering "I am," since translating any 
other way obscures the parallel with the other texts in John 8 
in which Christ says ego eimi (8:12, 24, 28). The rendering "I 
have been," therefore, even though found in some transla¬ 
tions, is not accurate. 

That John 8:58 may be seen as a PPA yet also as an affirma¬ 
tion of eternal preexistence is demonstrated by Sanders and 
Mastin's commentary on John, which is apparently the only 
twentieth-century commentary which identifies John 8:58 as 
a PPA: 
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. . . the aorist genesthai "came into being," used of Abraham, 
is contrasted with the present eimi, which can express dura¬ 
tion up to the present, "I have been <and still am>" as well 
as the simple present, "I am." Jesus claims that his mode of 
existence transcends time, like God's, and his I am is under¬ 
stood by the Jews as a claim to equality with God. . . , 41 

It is also worth noting that Sanders and Mastin agree that 
in John 8:58, along with other passages in John (6:20; 8:24, 28; 
13:19; 18:5-8), "Jesus uses the words 'I am' (Ego eimi) without 
any predicate." 42 

The contrast between genesthai and eimi pointed out by 
Sanders and Mastin is the most critical factor in the inter¬ 
pretation of John 8:58, and it is to this contrast that our atten¬ 
tion must now be turned. 

The Contrast Between Eternal and Created 

It has long been recognized by commentators on the Gos¬ 
pel of John that in 8:58 a deliberate contrast is made between 
the created origin of Abraham and the eternal uncreated 
nature of Christ. This contrast is made by the use of genesthai 
for Abraham, but eimi for Christ. Thus, Augustine wrote, 
"Understand, that 'was made' refers to human formation; 
but 'am' to the Divine essence." 43 

Almost every commentary and scholarly work which dis¬ 
cusses the interpretation of John 8:58 at any length notes this 
contrast, and most specifically state that the contrast is one of 
temporal origin versus eternal existence. A small sampling of 
these scholars would include such notables as Alford, Bar¬ 
clay, Barrett, Biichsel, Bultmann, Dodd, Lenski, Lindars, 
Robertson, Schnackenburg, Vincent, and Westcott. 44 

JWs are likely to object that the testimony of these numer¬ 
ous scholars may be discounted on the grounds that they are 
all trinitarian Christians. Such is not the case, however. Many 
nontrinitarian scholars who reject the Christ of the creeds 
and deny that Jesus is the eternal God, admit that eimi refers 
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to the eternal preexistent past. How they go about main¬ 
taining such a position is instructive. Bultmann would see 
the "I am" as spoken by "the Revealer/' who is not the histor¬ 
ical person of Jesus. 45 Davey claims that John has misin¬ 
terpreted the words of Jesus. 46 Davey's position is, in fact, 
the usual one among liberal theologians. Schnackenburg 
seems to affirm the preexistence and deity of Jesus, then 
turns about and states that Jesus was not claiming to be 
Yahweh, but only that in Jesus God had "come to them to 
fulfill his saving promises." 47 Since these scholars (Bultmann 
in particular) are renowned for their exegetical ability, it 
would seem likely that their exegesis is correct but their sub¬ 
sequent interpretation faulty due to their theological bias. 

Moreover, this contrast has been recognized by both trin¬ 
itarian and antitrinitarian scholars throughout the last 500 
years or more. As has already been mentioned (in chapter 6), 
John Calvin debated persons in his day who interpreted the 
passage to mean that Jesus was eternally known by God in 
his foreknowledge. This view survived late into the nine¬ 
teenth century, when it was effectively put to rest by the 
orthodox observation that the emphatic ego allowed for no 
other interpretation but that Jesus himself was the one who 
existed eternally. Thus, Godet, a famous nineteenth-century 
biblical scholar, wrote: 

"If," says Luthardt, "it follows from the apposition between to 
be and to become, in this saying, that the existence of Christ is 
eternal, it follows quite as clearly from the ego that this exis¬ 
tence is personal." This, too, is proved by the comparison 
with Abraham. For there would have been a touch of 
charlatanism on the part of Jesus in suddenly substituting an 
impersonal principle for His Person, in His reply to the Jews, 
who were accusing Him of making Himself the contemporary 
of Abraham. If one of the two existences compared is per¬ 
sonal, the other must be so too, otherwise this statement, 
marked as it is by the greatest solemnity, is not a serious one. 48 

Only by reading the Gospel of John as myth, as is seen in 
Bultmann's commentary and numerous other liberal works, 
do any modem scholars deny this interpretation. 
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As a matter of fact, JWs appear to be the first and only 
group of students of the Bible ever to argue that the contrast 
is anything less than that of created versus eternal being. 
This does not make their position a priori impossible, of 
course, but it does mean that the burden of proof is on them 
to come up with solid exegetical reasons for discarding an 
interpretation which has had such durability throughout the 
centuries. 

What is it about this contrast between genesthai and eimi 
that has led to such a solid consensus throughout the cen¬ 
turies among biblical scholars that the words contrast created 
origin with uncreated eternal existence? By itself, of course, 
the word eimi does not connote eternal preexistence. How¬ 
ever, placed alongside genesthai and referring to a time ante¬ 
rior to that indicated by genesthai, the word eimi (or its related 
forms), because it denotes simple existence and is a durative 
form of the verb to be, stands in sharp contrast to the aorist 
genesthai which speaks of "coming into being." It is this 
sharp contrast between being and becoming which makes it 
clear that in a text like John 8:58 eimi connotes etemality, not 
merely temporal priority. 

Moreover, this is not the only text in John which draws 
this contrast between being and becoming. In his "Prologue" 
John contrasts the Word, which "was" (en, third person im¬ 
perfect form of eimi) in the beginning, with his bringing into 
existence ( egeneto, the third person singular indicative form 
of genesthai) of all things (John 1:1-3). As was explained in 
chapter 1, to say that the Word was continuing to exist at the 
beginning of created time is simply another way of saying 
that the Word was eternal. By going on to say that this uncre¬ 
ated Logos "became" (egeneto) flesh (1:14), John draws an¬ 
other contrast between the two natures of Christ. To put it in 
the classic terminology of orthodox incamational theology, 
Christ was uncreated (en) with respect to his deity, but cre¬ 
ated (egeneto) with respect to his humanity. 

It may be noted that in John 8:58, the contrast is not be¬ 
tween two past tense verbs, one imperfect (en) and one aorist 
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(egeneto), as in John 1:1-3, but between a durative present 
tense verb (eimi) and an aorist past tense verb (genesthai). The 
reason for the difference is not hard to see. In John 1:1-3 the 
event of "becoming" which is contrasted with the eternal 
existence of the Logos is the creation of the universe. To 
speak of something as already existing at the creation of the 
universe of space and time is simply one way of saying that it 
is timelessly eternal, since strictly speaking nothing can exist 
before the first instant of lime. Thus, in John 1:1-2, the 
imperfect tense verb en connected with "in the beginning" 
clearly communicates the etemality of the Logos. In 8:58, on 
the other hand, the event of "becoming" with which Christ's 
eternal existence is contrasted is the birth of Abraham. Since 
Abraham's birth was preceded by thousands of years of 
human history, to have said no more than that Jesus existed 
before Abraham would not have communicated His eter- 
nality. Jesus therefore said more than that he preexisted 
Abraham. He chose the term that would most strongly con¬ 
trast the created origin in time of Abraham with his own 
timeless etemality, the present tense verb eimi. 

Thus, had Jesus wished to say what JWs understand him 
to have said—that he merely existed for a long time before 
Abraham—he could have said so by saying, "Before Abra¬ 
ham came into existence, I was ," using the imperfect tense 
emen instead of the present tense eimi. (This point was made 
by Chrysostom and Augustine, reaffirmed by such Reform¬ 
ers as Calvin, and is also a standard observation found in 
most exegetical commentaries on John and never, to this 
author's knowledge, disputed in such works.) Such a state¬ 
ment would have left open the question of whether or not 
Jesus had always existed, or whether (like the angels) he had 
existed from the earliest days of the universe's history. Or, 
had he wished to make it clear that (as the JWs believe) he 
had himself come into existence some time prior to Abra¬ 
ham, he could have said so by stating, "Before Abraham 
came into existence, I came into existence" (by using the first 



116 


Jesus as Jehovah in John 8:58 


person aorist egenomen instead of eimi), or perhaps more sim¬ 
ply, "I came into existence before Abraham." Having said 
neither of these things, but rather, having chosen terms 
which went beyond these other formulations to draw a con¬ 
trast between the created and the uncreated, Jesus' words 
must be interpreted as a claim to etemality. 

It may be wondered why, in making such a claim, Jesus 
should choose to contrast his etemality with the created ori¬ 
gin of Abraham (rather than, say, the universe, as in 1:1-3). 
The immediate context of John 8 leaves no doubt as to the 
reason. Throughout the chapter Jesus and the Jews are dis¬ 
cussing the nature of sonship to Abraham and sonship to 
God. Jesus is willing to grant that the Jews are sons of Abra¬ 
ham, although he is constrained to point out that they do not 
act like Abraham's sons (8:33-40). However, he emphatically 
denies that they are sons of God, and asserts that his actions 
prove that he honors his Father as a true Son would 
(8:41-51). This claim leads to a discussion of how Jesus, who 
promises that those who keep his word "will never see 
death," can claim to be greater than "our father Abraham 
who died" (8:52-55) and to have "seen Abraham" (8:56, 57). 
Jesus answered by contrasting his timeless etemality with 
the created, mortal temporality of Abraham (8:58). 




"I Am" 

as the Words of Jehovah 


In the preceding chapter evidence was presented 
that in John 8:58 Jesus claimed to be eternal. This fact alone is 
enough to prove that Jesus' statement implies a claim to be 
Jehovah, the only true God. Even if John 8:58 could not be 
shown to reflect or allude to any Old Testament text at all, it 
would still stand as a prooftext for the absolute deity of 
Christ. 

However, there are passages in the Old Testament which 
many biblical scholars believe to be significant for fully ap¬ 
preciating the words of Jesus in John 8:58. In this chapter we 
shall discuss the most important of these passages. 

John 8:58 and Psalm 90:2 

That the contrast between eimi and genesthai in John 8:58 is 
intended to express a contrast between created origin and 
uncreated existence receives impressive confirmation by the 
parallel statement in the Septuagint translation of Psalm 
90:2 (translating literally): "Before (pro) the mountains were 
brought into existence [genethenai ] . . . from age to age, you 
are [sn ei]." The parallels between this text and John 8:58 are 
remarkable. 

The word pro, like prin, means "before," and some manu¬ 
scripts of the Septuagint actually have prin instead of pro. 1 
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The verb introduced by these prepositions in both cases is 
ginomai: in Psalm 90:2 genethenai is the aorist passive infinitive 
of ginomai, while in John 8:58 genesthai is the aorist active 
infinitive. The use of the active voice instead of the passive 
voice, of course, does not affect the parallel between the two 
texts in terms of the created-etemal contrast. These aorist 
infinitive phrases are then set in contrast to a present indica¬ 
tive main clause in each case: in Psalm 90:2 LXX it is su ei , 
while in John 8:58 it is ego eimi. These two clauses are identi¬ 
cal in terms and meaning except for the fact that the former is 
second person while the latter is first person; and again, this 
difference does not affect the parallel in question. 

Thus the tense-mood forms are identical, the syntactical 
relations between the two verbs in each passage are identical, 
and the verbs themselves used in each passage are identical. 
In other words, it is as if John (quoting Jesus' words in Greek) 
had taken the relevant words from Psalm 90:2 LXX, perhaps 
substituted prin for pro, replaced "the mountains" with 
"Abraham," and changed su ei from second person to first 
person and genethenai from passive to active. One could 
hardly ask for a more exact parallel, unless the passage itself 
were actually quoted. Since the parallel in question is funda¬ 
mentally one of tense (since the issue is the significance in 
relation to time of the present tense of eimi in John 8:58), and 
since none of the differences between the two texts affect that 
parallel, it would seem safe to conclude that eimi has the 
same force in John 8:58 that ei has in Psalm 90:2 LXX. In 
Psalm 90:2, the Septuagint rendering su ei is clearly intended 
to assert the eternal preexistence of Yahweh in contrast to the 
created origin of the mountains. That this text, even in its 
Hebrew form, teaches the etemality of Yahweh has been 
frequently observed by the JWs themselves in their publica¬ 
tions. 2 To be consistent, then, they would have to admit that 
John 8:58 just as clearly affirms the etemality of Jesus. 

Once again, it must be understood that the position taken 
here is not original. A multitude of scholars have recognized 
the parallel between Psalm 90:2 LXX and John 8:58 and noted 
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its significance as confirming that Jesus' words connote eter- 
nality. Among these should be mentioned Barnes, Barrett, 
Brown, Bultmann, Godet, Hengstenberg, Hoskyns, Lindars, 
Milligan and Moulton, Plummer, Robertson, Schnacken- 
burg, and Winer. 3 Not one known biblical scholar has ever 
disputed the parallel or denied that it confirmed the tradi¬ 
tional interpretation. Unless some important considerations 
have been overlooked, this exegetical conclusion would seem 
to be as well established as any could be. 

One counterargument which JWs have offered in this mat¬ 
ter is that the LXX rendering is not a literal translation of the 
Hebrew, which reads, "You are God," rather than the predi¬ 
cate absolute "You are." 4 Thus, it is claimed that the fact that 
the LXX has su ei instead of su ei theos rules out using Psalm 
90:2 as a parallel to John 8:58. 

It may be freely admitted that su ei is not a literal transla¬ 
tion of the final clause of the Hebrew text of Psalm 90:2. 
However, to reason from that premise to the conclusion that 
Psalm 90:2 is irrelevant to John 8:58 requires an additional 
premise: namely, that for two passages to be parallel they 
must be identical, which is fallacious. Indeed, the New Testa¬ 
ment frequently and freely quotes from the LXX in places 
where it is even less of a literal translation of the Hebrew 
than in Psalm 90:2, and in other places quotes the Old Testa¬ 
ment in a form that does not match exactly either the Hebrew 
or the LXX texts (compare, for example, Ps. 8:5 with Heb. 
2:7; Ps. 68:18 with Eph. 4:8). 5 More important, it is not even 
being claimed that John 8:58 quotes Psalm 90:2; all that is 
being claimed is that the two texts are parallel in their use of a 
contrast between forms of eimi and genesthai to connote a 
contrast between temporal and eternal existence. This would 
be so, even if Psalm 90:2 LXX were not in the Bible at all, but 
was a piece of extrabiblical Greek (although the fact that it is 
LXX Greek strengthens the case). It is the grammatical and 
syntactical parallels between the two texts that matter in this 
case—nothing else. 
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That the reasoning of the JWs is without substance can be 
further seen in the fact that the difference between the 
Hebrew "You are God" and the Greek "You are" is quite 
slight. By using the predicate complement "God," the 
Hebrew does emphasize the fact that Yahweh has not only 
existed eternally, but has existed eternally as God. But since 
the LXX emphasizes Yahweh's unchangeableness while ac¬ 
knowledging elsewhere that Yahweh is God, it is evident that 
the LXX rendering in the end means the same thing as the 
Hebrew original. 

John 8:58 and "I Am" in Isaiah 

Among biblical scholars a growing consensus has formed 
behind the opinion that John 8:58 deliberately echoes Yah¬ 
weh's "I am" statements in Isaiah 40-55. The nwt obscures 
the parallels in Isaiah by rendering them "I am the same 
One" or "I am the same"; but the Hebrew in each case reads 
simply ani hu (literally, "I [am] he"), which the LXX renders 
as ego eimi (Isa. 41:4; 43:10; 46:4; 52:6; compare with Deut. 
32:39). The words ani hu, unlike ehyeh in Exodus 3:14 (to 
be discussed further in this chapter), are not used in Isaiah as 
a title. There is evidence, moreover, to show that in the Juda¬ 
ism of Jesus' day these words were sometimes used as sub¬ 
stitutes for the divine name Yahweh itself, in particular at the 
Feast of Tabernacles, which from John 7:2 was apparently the 
occasion of Christ's "I am" sayings in John 8. This suggests 
that the reason for the anger of the Jews at Jesus' absolute use 
of the expression ego eimi was that on that occasion his lan¬ 
guage was instantly recognizable as that of Yahweh. 

Once again, a large number of biblical scholars have de¬ 
fended this conclusion, and very few deny it. 6 The sole ob¬ 
jection offered by the JWs is that David said ani hu in 
1 Chronicles 21:17, 7 an objection which fails to note that 
David's use of the phrase is completely non theological. The 
JWs might just as well argue that Jesus' use of ego eimi in John 
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8:58 means nothing more than "It is I," since this is its mean¬ 
ing on the lips of the blind man in John 9:9. The only biblical 
scholar known to this author who disputes the connection 
between John and Isaiah is Joseph Crehan, who argues for a 
close connection with Exodus 3:14 instead. 8 

Considerations such as these have led most scholars to 
conclude that the closest Old Testament antecedent to John 
8:58 is to be found in the Isaianic "I am" sayings. If this is 
correct, the conclusion cannot be avoided that Jesus was 
claiming to be Yahweh. Notable in this light is Isaiah 45:18, 
where God says, "I am Yahweh" (Hebrew, ani hu yhwh), 
and the LXX translates simply by the predicate absolute ego 
eimi. The LXX is also relevant in its rendering of Exodus 3:14, 
to which we now turn. 

John 8:58 and Exodus 3:14 

In popular evangelical apologetics, it has been com¬ 
monplace for Christians to argue for the deity of Christ from 
John 8:58 by simply connecting that text with Exodus 3:14, 
where, in most translations, Yahweh tells Moses that his 
name is "I Am." It is this connection with Exodus 3:14, above 
anything else, that JWs wish to avoid in their interpretation 
of John 8:58, since they are committed to denying that Jesus 
is Jehovah. Indeed, it appears most probable that the render¬ 
ing "I have been" in the nwt was chosen because it avoids 
any association of John 8:58 with Exodus 3:14. The JWs have 
therefore given special attention to denying any connection 
between the two texts. 9 

Nevertheless, it is not very important whether such a con¬ 
nection can be established. Even if Exodus 3:14 were not in 
the Bible at all, John 8:58 would stand on its own as an 
assertion of the etemality of Christ, as the foregoing discus¬ 
sion has sought to demonstrate (perhaps to the extent of 
overkill!). If Christ is eternal and uncreated, then he is Yah¬ 
weh, for only Yahweh is eternal and uncreated. Therefore, it 
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is not at all necessary for the Christian to prove any connec¬ 
tion at all between John 8:58 and Exodus 3:14 in order to use 
John 8:58 as a prooftext for the deity of Christ. For instance, 
the early church fathers did not, as a rule, appeal to Exodus 
3:14 to explain John 8:58, but rather emphasized the contrast 
between genesthai and eimi as indicating etemality. This does 
not mean that the early church did not notice the connection, 
or that the connection is invalid; but it does suggest that less 
emphasis should be placed on Exodus 3:14 in interpreting 
John 8:58 than is usually the case in evangelical defenses of 
the deity of Christ. 

On the other hand, of course, it is absolutely necessary for 
the JW to discount any such connection. Even if the JWs are 
correct in denying the connection, though, their case cannot 
be established without also demonstrating that John 8:58 
need not be interpreted as a claim to etemality on the part of 
Christ. 

JWs have offered the following arguments against taking 
John 8:58 as a claim by Jesus to be the "I Am" of Exodus 3:14 
and therefore Yahweh: 

1. Jesus was speaking of his preexistence, not his identity; 
the question was when he was, not who he was. 

2. In John 8:58 ego eimi is not a title, as is ehyeh in Exodus 
3:14. 

3. The Septuagint rendering of ehyeh (usually translated 
"I Am" in English translations) is not ego eimi, but ho on. 

4. The meaning of the Hebrew ehyeh is not "I am," but "I 
will be" or "I shall prove to be." 

5. Several reputable biblical scholars deny any connection 
between John 8:58 and Exodus 3:14. 

An examination of each of these arguments will show that 
none of them decisively disproves that Jesus was claiming to 
be the One who spoke to Moses in Exodus 3:14. 

Nelson Herle seems to have introduced to JWs the 
argument that in John 8:58 Jesus "only disclosed when he 
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was alive, sometime before Abraham, not who he was," 10 
although one commentator in the nineteenth century, 
Olshausen, did use a similar argument. 11 (Olshausen, 
though, agreed that Jesus was claiming to be the eternal, 
uncreated God; he simply denied that Exodus 3:14 was rele¬ 
vant to the exegesis of the text.) The argument has recently 
been repeated in Watchtower literature. 12 A careful study of 
the context, however, shows that Jesus was in fact discussing 
his identity. It has already been noted at the end of the last 
chapter that the subject at hand was Jesus' extraordinary 
claim to a unique relationship with God as his Son. The 
entire passage consists of a series of discussions of the iden¬ 
tity of Jesus. Indeed, so much is this the case that C. K. 
Barrett, in his commentary on John, entitled John 8:12-59 
"Who Is Jesus?" 13 

The passage begins with an emphatic statement by Jesus 
about his identity (v. 12); notably, the statement begins with 
the words ego eimi ("I am the light of the world"). Then 
follows a discussion of the validity of this statement, ending 
with Christ's assertion, "You know neither me nor my Fa¬ 
ther" (v. 19)—that is, they do not know the true identity of 
Jesus. In the next segment, Jesus makes some strong state¬ 
ments, ending with the warning (translating literally), 
"Unless you believe that I am [italics added], you will die in 
your sins" (v. 24). Whatever else may be the meaning of the 
words "I am" (ego eimi) here, the statement clearly means 
that the Jews will suffer condemnation unless they acknowl¬ 
edge Jesus' true identity. The Jews' response, naturally, is to 
ask, "Who are you?" (v. 25). Jesus' response is to note that he 
has been telling them all along, but that they will only know 
"that I am" after his death (w. 26-30). Then follows the inter¬ 
change concerning the Jews as sons of Abraham and Jesus as 
the Son of God, ending with the Jews repeating the question, 
"Who do you claim to be?" (v. 53). Jesus' response is that he 
was the one in whom Abraham rejoiced, a claim which the 
Jews found incredible in light of his obvious youth 
(w. 54-57). Their confusion was apparently along these 
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lines: Who is this man, who, while still in the prime of life, 
claims to have been Abraham's contemporary? 

Thus, Jesus' response to the Jews' question did not deal 
merely with his age to the exclusion of his identity. Jesus was 
giving both a direct answer to their immediate question 
("How can you have seen Abraham?") and an indirect an¬ 
swer to their underlying concern made explicit twice earlier 
("Just who do you think you are?"). Rather than force an 
"either/or" (either Jesus was talking about his age or about his 
identity) on the text, the context would indicate that we 
should recognize Jesus' statement as "both/and" (Jesus was 
saying something about his preexistence and his identity). 

A second common argument used by the Witnesses is that 
ego eimi in John 8:58 is not a title, as is ehyeh in Exodus 
3:14. 14 Many Christian writers have said that in John 8:58 
Jesus was laying hold of the divine title "I Am," 15 and this is 
a point which JWs obviously cannot accept. On this matter 
some balance needs to be found. Jesus certainly does not say, 
in so many words, "I am the 'I Am,'" nor does he quote 
Exodus 3:14 in its entirety and apply it to himself. The words 
ego eimi in John 8:58 do not function as a title of Christ, but 
are a statement of his etemality (and, implicitly, his deity). 
Nevertheless, the fact that we cannot speak of "I am" in this 
text as, strictly speaking, a "title," does not mean that John 
8:58 does not in any way allude to Exodus 3:14. It may be that 
John intends Jesus' words to be understood not only as a 
claim to etemality, but also as an echo of Yahweh's words in 
Exodus 3:14. 

Perhaps the most common objection given by JWs to con¬ 
necting John 8:58 with Exodus 3:14 is that the LXX rendering 
of ehyeh is not ego eimi ("I am") but ho on ("the Being," or 
more idiomatically, "the One who is"). 16 This is not quite 
telling the whole truth, however. What the text actually says 
in the LXX is as follows (translating literally): 
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And God said to Moses, 

"I am [ego eimi ] the One who is [ho on]"; 
and He said, 

"Thus you shall say to the sons of Israel, 

The One who is [ho on] has sent me to you.'" 

The statement ego eimi ho on here renders the Hebrew 
ehyeh asher ehyeh, which is usually translated into En¬ 
glish as “I am who I am." Thus, the LXX has rendered the 
word ehyeh in two different ways, by both ego eimi and ho 
on. In its first occurrence, ehyeh is not used as a title, and the 
Septuagint renders it ego eimi; when it is used as a title ("I am 
ehyeh," "ehyeh has sent me to you"), the LXX renders it as 
ho on. It may very well be, then, that in John 8:58 the apostle 
John chooses the words ego eimi to translate Jesus' words as 
an allusion to Exodus 3:14 without construing Jesus' words 
as a title. 

A fourth objection that has been raised is that "I am" (the 
literal rendering of ego eimi) is not a literal translation of 
ehyeh, which most Hebraists now recognize to mean liter¬ 
ally "I will be," with the connotation of "I shall prove to 
be." 17 Although many evangelical scholars have argued that 
"I am" is correct, there would appear to be solid reasons for 
accepting the rendering "I will be" or "I will become." 18 This 
would make the meaning of ehyeh asher ehyeh to be "I 
will be what I will be," or some such equivalent. Because this 
is one of the few points on which the JWs have substantial 
evidence for their argument, many of them have given this 
one point a great deal of attention, even to the exclusion of 
other relevant points. 19 

If "I am what I am" is interpreted as a statement of self¬ 
existence, this would indeed seem not to be the point which 
Yahweh was seeking to make. That is, he was not trying to 
say, "I am the self-existent one," as many have interpreted 
Exodus 3:14. But this thought, while evidently not the point 
of ehyeh asher ehyeh, is not foreign to that expression. 



126 


Jesus as Jehovah in John 8:58 


There is no sound reason, to begin with, to accept the mod¬ 
em liberal contention that the concept of self-existence was 
foreign to the "Hebrew mind" and was introduced later by 
the Greeks. 20 Nor are the expressions "I am what I am" and 
"I will be what I will be" all that dissimilar in meaning. Both 
can suggest self-determination (or sovereignty, as evangelical 
theologians would say), the fact that God will be whatever he 
chooses to be, and that he cannot be circumscribed or 
pigeonholed in the way that the gods of the nations were. 
That this was Yahweh's meaning is suggested by the context, 
in which Moses asked God by what name he should be 
known. As Walther Zimmerli has stated: 

In this figure of speech resounds the sovereign freedom of 
Yahweh, who, even at the moment he reveals his name, re¬ 
fuses simply to put himself at the disposal of humanity to 
comprehend him ... In the only passage where the Old 
Testament itself attempts to provide an explanation of the 
name "Yahweh" it refuses to explain the name in a way that 
would confine it within the cage of a definition. 21 

Charles Gianotti objects to this interpretation of Exodus 
3:14 on the grounds that the text "gives no hint that Moses 
asked amiss" and that "I AM" does seem to be used as a 
name in that passage. 22 However, it is not necessary for 
God's reply to be a rebuke for Zimmerli's position to be 
correct. It may be simply that God is saying that his "name," 
as an expression of his character (as Gianotti says himself 23 ), 
cannot completely define or pigeonhole God in the way that 
names of pagan deities were understood to do. The name 
ehyeh does mean something (God's answer is not a facile "I 
have no name" or a rude "None of your business"!)—but 
rather means (at least in part) that God is sovereign and self¬ 
determinative. 

Indeed, Yahweh's response suggests that he does not have 
a "name" in the same way that the pagan gods had names, 
for he was not one god among many (a situation which 
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would call for distinctive names), but the only real God. This 
truth is affirmed in the Christian practice of referring to the 
God of the Bible simply as "God," implying that there really 
is no other being deserving of that title. Jehovah's Witnesses 
frequently object to this practice, arguing that it is not suffi¬ 
cient to call Yahweh "God," since the unbelieving nations 
worship many gods. Instead, they insist, true believers 
ought to call God by his "personal name," which they say is 
"Jehovah." The most important objection to this argument 
(many could be given) is that it ignores the practice of the 
Greek New Testament, which refers to the Supreme Being 
over and over again simply as "God," and never uses the 
appellative "Jehovah" or "Yahweh." Recognizing the damag¬ 
ing nature of this testimony, the Jehovah's Witnesses have 
inserted the name "Jehovah" in the New Testament portion 
of the nwt over 200 times in place of "Lord" or occasionally 
"God," sometimes as a result obscuring testimonies to the 
deity of Christ. This practice has been thoroughly analyzed 
and refuted elsewhere. 24 In light of the apparent meaning of 
the name "Yahweh" and the expression ehyeh asher 
ehyeh, it would seem that the Old Testament itself laid the 
foundation for the eventual obsolescence of the name 
"Yahweh" in Christian piety, as validated by the New Testa¬ 
ment. 

The name ehyeh, then, apparently connotes sovereignty, 
absolute independence, and self-determination. But to say 
that God is absolutely sovereign in this manner is not very 
far at all from asserting his self-existence! Indeed, orthodox 
theologians have always argued (biblically and philosophi¬ 
cally) that God could not be truly independent from his cre¬ 
ation and absolutely sovereign over it unless he were himself 
self-existent and eternal. JWs, for all their heterodox teach¬ 
ings, do agree that Jehovah is self-existent and eternal, so it 
would seem doubtful that they would disagree with this 
reasoning. Ironically, then, it would appear that Exodus 3:14 
does contain at the very least a hint of Yahweh's self-exis¬ 
tence and etemality, so that the wording "I am what I am" is 
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not wrong after all. Consequently, this argument fails to dis¬ 
prove any connection between Exodus 3:14 and John 8:58. 

The foregoing reasoning has assumed what the JWs here 
seem to take for granted, that an allusion to Exodus 3:14 
must be based on the Hebrew text. Yet there is no reason to 
make such an assumption. John may have chosen to use the 
LXX rendering of ehyeh in its first occurrence in Exodus 3:14 
as ego eimi to report Jesus' words to the Jews in John 8:58. 

The fifth and final type of argument used by the JWs to 
discount any connection between John 8:58 and Exodus 3:14 
is an appeal to biblical scholars who also deny the connec¬ 
tion. 25 The impression often given is that modem scholars as 
a whole have rejected the allusion. The fact is, however, that 
most biblical scholars still see some relationship between the 
two texts. Among these are such scholars as Davey, Morris, 
Richardson, Sanders, Schnackenburg, Strachan, and Tas¬ 
ker, 26 some of whom (for example, Davey, Schnackenburg, 
Strachan) are not orthodox Christians. Some do deny the 
allusion, of course, but not many: Barrett, 27 Bultmann, 28 and 
Lindars 29 are the main modem representatives of this denial 
among commentators on the Gospel of John, along with the 
nineteenth-century scholar Olshausen, discussed earlier in 
this chapter. None of these scholars, as has already been 
noted, dispute that eimi in John 8:58 connotes etemality (al¬ 
though Bultmann does deny the deity of Jesus Christ). 

The reasons that these scholars have for rejecting the allu¬ 
sion are what is important, not the mere fact that they reject 
it. In checking to see what reasons they give, it turns out that 
Barrett refers us to Lindars ("Lindars is right in saying . . ."), 
while Lindars repeats an argument made by Bultmann. 
Bultmann argues that the connection between the two texts 
"rests on the belief that ego eimi renders one of the myste¬ 
rious Jewish formulas" used as substitutes for the divine 
name. 30 Some scholars (e.g., Odeberg, cited by Bultmann) 
have constructed the argument for the allusion in such a 
way, and if that were Jesus' (or John's) intention we would 
normally expect to find something like "I am the 'I am'" 
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instead of the simple "I am." However, it is not necessary for 
Odeberg and others to be right about the divine name sub¬ 
stitutes in order for John 8:58 to allude to Exodus 3:14. 
Bultmann's argument is therefore forced and overly rigid, 
since it is based on an invalid "either/or": either John 8:58 uses 
ego eimi from Exodus 3:14 as a "formula" substitute for the 
divine name, or it does not allude to Exodus 3:14 at all. This 
argument, in fact, is simply a more sophisticated form of the 
Witnesses' second argument, that John 8:58 cannot be allud¬ 
ing to Exodus 3:14 because it does not use ego eimi as a title. 

An Assertion of Deity 

As has already been said, it is not necessary to prove a 
connection between John 8:58 and Exodus 3:14 to demon¬ 
strate that Jesus was making a claim to deity in John 8:58. The 
claim to etemality necessarily presupposes a claim to deity 
from within a Hebrew, theistic world view. Yet, it is still true 
that Jesus stops short of saying, in just so many words, "I am 
Yahweh," or "I am God." In keeping with his repeated self- 
declared purpose to reveal the Father and wait for the Father 
to vindicate and reveal his Son, Jesus studiously avoided 
calling himself "Yahweh" or "God." In making statements like 
that in John 8:58, though, his true identity was indirectly re¬ 
vealed to those who were willing to receive it. To those who 
were present, his statements were simply blasphemous, as 
their attempt to stone him indicates (8:59; cf. 10:33; Mark 2:7). 
Thus, William Temple commented on this text: 

There is no doubt now about the assertion of an eternal per¬ 
sonality; there can be hardly any doubt about the claim to 
Deity. Yet it is made by allusion and implication. The words 1 
AM need not of necessity mean more than an assertion of 
existence; they need not be the Divine Name revealed to 
Moses at the Bush (Exodus iii, 14). It still cannot be said that 
He has explicitly affirmed His Deity. That He will never do— 
as we shall find again at x, 30-36; the apprehension of that 
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truth must come through the response of men's souls. But he 
does lead us to the very verge of it. And if it is not true His 
language is the grossest blasphemy. 31 

It is ironic to find JWs quoting selectively from this pas¬ 
sage in Temple's commentary in such a way as to try to 
construe him to deny that Jesus was claiming to be Yah- 
weh. 32 When Temple says that "I am" need not "mean more 
than an assertion of existence," he obviously means eternal 
existence, as the first sentence quoted above demonstrates; 
but by omitting that sentence, the JWs try to make Temple 
say that Jesus was merely claiming to exist some time before 
Abraham. In a similar vein. Temple's statement that Jesus 
"will never" explicitly affirm his deity is construed to mean 
that Jesus did not at all claim to be Yahweh. Besides ignoring 
the qualifying adverb "explicitly," this misreading ignores 
the last half of that sentence and the subsequent two sen¬ 
tences (which the JWs typically omit when quoting Temple). 
As it stands, Temple's comments quite accurately summarize 
the point of John 8:58, and are clear in recognizing this text as 
one of the strongest prooftexts for the deity of Christ from 
the lips of the Lord himself. 



Conclusion 


In this book we have examined two key texts that 
figure prominently in most discussions between evangelical 
Christians and JWs about the person of Jesus Christ. The 
first of these, John 1:1, is a powerful prooftext not only for 
the deity of Christ, but also for the trinitarian distinction 
between the Father and the Son as two persons in the one 
true God. The second text, John 8:58, is a claim by Jesus 
Christ to be eternal and therefore implicitly to be Jehovah. 

Faced with the evidence for the interpretation of these two 
texts presented here, JWs may do one of the following 
things. First, they may refuse to listen. This reaction is com¬ 
mon, because the JWs are constantly told not to listen to 
outsiders. It does not say much for their "truth," however, 
that it is so fragile it cannot stand up under close scrutiny. 

Second, some JWs may answer this evidence by fleeing to 
other biblical texts that supposedly disprove the deity of 
Christ. This tactic falsely assumes that those other prooftexts 
clearly and unmistakably support their position, which they 
do not. It also implies that the Bible contradicts itself, by 
suggesting that passages like John 1:1 and 8:58 really do 
teach that Jesus is God, but other texts say differently. In their 
better moments, JWs agree that this is not so; they ought, 
then, to deal directly with John 1:1 and 8:58, and not run to 
other verses for shelter. 

Third, many JWs will change the subject completely to a 
topic in which they have greater confidence that they are 
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right. Many times, after Christians have presented JWs with 
irrefutable evidence that Jesus is Jehovah, JWs will say that 
although they cannot answer these arguments, they know 
they have "the truth" because JWs don't participate in wars 
or politics, or don't celebrate Christmas (these are by far the 
most common fall-back topics). It turns out that most JWs 
joined because of what the JWs don't do, not because of what 
they do or what they believe. Nevertheless, an exercise such 
as this book is necessary because of the many JWs who find 
security in their beliefs because of the alleged "biblical schol¬ 
arship" of the Society in its treatment of John 1:1 and 8:58 
and other texts. 

Fourth, a few JWs will nitpick at minor points of the argu¬ 
ments presented in this book and ignore or sideswipe the 
major issues. A fifteen-page earlier draft of the section on 
John 8:58 was presented in 1984 to four JWs (including 
Nelson Herle) who claimed to be able to read Greek, and 
they were invited to tear apart its arguments. None of these 
JWs offered substantial criticisms of the major points of the 
paper, although they did continue to speak knowledgeably 
about "the Greek" of John 8:58 and other texts when talking 
to others. Instead, these JW "apologists" picked away at 
minor side issues (such as the precise translation of Exodus 
3:14) and ignored the heart of what I was saying. 

Fifth, some JWs will, by God's grace, realize that they have 
been following error and call on Jesus as Jehovah, their Lord 
and God (John 20:28; Acts 7:59-60; Rom. 10:9-13; 1 Cor. 1:2; 
and so forth). If you are a Jehovah's Witness, I urge you to 
consider the possibility that God the Father may be seeking 
to draw you to Jesus as your God (John 6:44). If you are a 
Christian who knows God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, I 
urge you to pray for the JWs you know, that many will hear 
the voice of the Son of God and follow him as their divine 
Shepherd. 



Appendix A 

John 20:28 


That Jesus is called "my God" (ho theos mou) by Thomas in John 
20:28 is generally not disputed by JWs. Some JWs have tried to 
counter the force of the definite article here by citing Moule: 

... it is to be noted that a substantive in the Nominative case used 
in a vocative sense and followed by a possessive could not be anar¬ 
throus (see Hoskyns and Davey, Commentary, in loc .); the article 
before theos may, therefore, not be significant. 1 

While Moule is quite correct in noting that the article is gram¬ 
matically required in this instance, the text is still a powerful state¬ 
ment that Jesus is God, since it is a believer in the true God who 
calls Jesus "my God." The fact is that the use of the possessive 
"my" makes "God" definite, with or without the article, since now 
"God" is used to refer to a specific God—that is, Thomas's God. 

The JW book Aid to Bible Understanding quotes with approval the 
Imperial Bible Dictionary when it says the following: 

The Hebrew may say the Elohim, the true God, in opposition to all 
false gods; but he never says the Jehovah, for Jehovah is the name of 
the true God only. He says again and again my God . . . but never 
my Jehovah, for when he says my God, he means Jehovah. 2 

Since Thomas was a Hebrew and a believer, for him to call Jesus 
"my God," then, was equivalent to calling him Jehovah. This con¬ 
clusion is also supported by the fact that in Psalm 35:23 the expres¬ 
sion "my God and my Lord" is used of Jehovah. 
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An interesting parallel to John 20:28 is Revelation 4:11, "You are 
worthy, our Lord and God" (ho kurios kai ho theos hemon), which the 
nwt translates, "You are worthy, Jehovah, even our God. ..." The 
only differences between this text and John 8:58 are (1) the pos¬ 
sessive pronoun is singular in John ("my") and plural in Revelation 
("our"); and (2) the pronoun is not repeated in Revelation, while it 
is repeated in John. Since in both cases the two nouns refer to one 
person, the fact that in Revelation 4:11 hemon ("our") appears only 
once does not alter the parallel. What makes this parallel especially 
striking is that JWs agree with conservative Christians that the same 
man, John the apostle, was the author of both the Gospel of John 
and the Book of Revelation. In this light, it seems likely that John 
20:28 should be interpreted in a manner similar to Revelation 4:11. 



Appendix B 

How Scholars Have Translated 
John 1:1 


At the end of chapter 4 the question was raised as to how best to 
translate the last clause of John 1:1. It was pointed out that "the 
Word was God" was acceptable as long as this was not misin¬ 
terpreted to mean that the Word was the same person as God the 
Father. The translations "the Word was Deity," "the Word was de¬ 
ity," and "the Word was divine" are all also acceptable, as long as 
they are understood to mean that the Word was theos in the same 
sense as ton theon while distinguished as personally distinct from 
ton theon. The translation "the Word was a god" was found inade¬ 
quate because in English it conveys the idea that the Word was a 
second divine being (contradicting biblical monotheism) of a lesser, 
inferior divinity (contradicting John's use of theos). 

It may be wondered if this perspective reflects the manner in 
which biblical scholars have actually translated John 1:1 in the pub¬ 
lished translations of the New Testament. A favorite tactic of JWs in 
arguing for the acceptability of their translation's rendering "the 
Word was a god" is to cite other translations which do not adopt the 
traditional rendering "the Word was God." Any rendering which 
deviates from this traditional wording is seized on as proof that the 
nwt rendering is supported by unbiased biblical scholarship after 
all. 

Nothing could be further from the truth. The vast majority of 
translations of the New Testament either follow the traditional ren¬ 
dering or adopt wordings such as "the Word was divine," which. 
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as we have already seen, supports the trinitarian interpretation, not 
the JW understanding of John 1:1. While it may be freely admitted 
that there are a few translations which do not interpret John 1:1 in a 
manner consistent with trinitarianism, these are no embarrassment 
to the orthodox Christian, as shall be explained shortly. 

Below we present an analysis of the nontraditional renderings 
John 1:1 cited by JWs in defense of their translation. 1 It should 
kept in mind that for every one translation listed below, there are at 
least four or five currently circulating English translations which 
follow the traditional rendering or some equivalent. Also, nearly 
every translation done by a committee has translated John 1:1 in a 
manner consistent with the trinitarian interpretation; the only ex¬ 
ception known to this writer is the nwt committee. For simplicity's 
sake, the rendering of theos alone is given in the far left column, as 
this is the sole matter of controversy. 

Table 2 Nontraditional Translations of John 1:1 


John 1:1c (theos) 

Translations 

Comments 

deity 

Simple English Bible 

As already explained, this 
translation supports the 
orthodox view, not the JW 
one. 

divine 

Moffatt; Goodspeed; 

Schon field 

Same as above. 

a God 

Abner Kneeland; Robert 
Young; James L. Tomanec 

This rendering is probably 
an attempt to reflect the 
lack of a definite article in 
the Greek; thus. Young 
writes, “more lit. 'and a 
God' (i.e. a Divine Being) 
was the Word." 2 Note that 
God is called "a God" in 
Luke 20:38. Kneeland and 
Tomanec are not known 
scholars. 

god 

C. C. Torrey 

Translating "god" rather 
than "a god" may have 
been an attempt to avoid 
implying polytheism while 
reflecting the subtle 
difference between ton 
theon and theos. 
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John 1:1c (theos) 

Translations 

Comments 

a god 

New Testament in an 
Improved Edition; 

Emphatic Diaglott 
(interlinear); Johannes 
Greber; John S. 

Thompson; Jurgen Becker; 
Siegfried Schulz 

The "Improved Edition" 
was Unitarian; the Diaglott 
was by Benjamin Wilson, 
who denied Christ's deity; 
Johannes Greber was a 
spiritist who translated 
based on messages from 
the spirit world. (The JWs 
have stopped citing 

Greber.) Most of these 
works are not by 
scholars . 3 

deistic; of divine 
being; of divine 
weightiness; God of 
a sort; godlike sort 

A. L. Totten; Stage; 

Menge; Pfaefflin; Thimme; 
Schneider 

These renderings are 
paraphrases, not 
translations. The word 
theos never means any of 
these things, and never in 
Greek literature will one 
find theos so rendered. 

Nor do these paraphrases 
accurately express the 
meaning of the clause as a 
whole. 

What God was, the 
Word was; the 

Word was with God 
and shared his 
nature 

New English Bible; 
Translator's New 

Testament 

These renderings are also 
paraphrases. However, 
they do accurately express 
the meaning of the clause 
as a whole; and they 
express the orthodox 
reading of the text, not the 
JW view. 




Appendix C 

How Scholars Have Translated 
John 8:58 


In Part 2 of this book the translation "I am" of ego eimi in John 
8:58 was favored as the best rendering over such renderings as "I 
have been" and "I was." It was pointed out in chapter 7 that the 
rendering "I am," besides being the most literal, is the only render¬ 
ing which preserves the parallel in the near context with the pre¬ 
vious ego eimi statements (8:12, 24, 28), as well as the other such 
statements throughout John. The "I am" rendering also preserved 
the parallels with Exodus 3:14 (whether this parallel is partial or 
exact) and the "I am" statements in Isaiah 40-48. The translations "I 
have been," "I was," "I have been and still am," though not strictly 
speaking grammatically incorrect, are also misleading in that they 
generally imply to the English reader that Jesus was only claiming 
to have existed prior to Abraham, whereas his claim was actually to 
be eternal in contrast to Abraham as temporal. 

In an attempt to legitimize their interpretation of John 8:58, the 
JWs often cite a long list of translations which render John 8:58 in a 
manner similar to the nwt. It must be freely admitted that a fairly 
long list of such translations can be compiled. For instance. Nelson 
Herle has put together a list of some 21 translations that avoid the 
simple "I am." 1 What Herle fails to note is that there are some sixty 
other translations which he himself cites elsewhere in his book 
which do not support his view of John 8:58. Moreover, not one of 
these twenty-one translations includes any kind of commentary or 
footnote supporting the JW interpretation of John 8:58, according to 
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which Jesus was only claiming to have been created before Abra¬ 
ham. 

Still, it is worth noting some facts about the twenty-one transla¬ 
tions listed by Nelson Herle. A few of them are by noted biblical 
scholars (Moffatt, Goodspeed, Williams), and one of them is a pop¬ 
ular evangelical translation which in a marginal note in its earlier 
editions gave "I have been" as a possible alternate rendering (the 
New American Standard Bible). Almost all of the rest of them, 
however, are by obscure or controversial figures whose scholarship 
is open to question. This is especially true of Stage, Pfaefflin, 
Sharpe, Lewis, Noyes, and Schonfield. Hugh Schonfield is the 
Jewish scholar who wrote The Passover Plot, in which he argued that 
Jesus faked death on the cross to fake a resurrection. 

Several more are based on translations from the Greek into an¬ 
other language. For example, Herle lists Lamsa, who was translat¬ 
ing into English the Aramaic translation of the Greek New 
Testament; he also lists Salkinson and Ginsburg's translation of the 
New Testament into Hebrew. The problem with such citations is 
that a translation of a translation is generally not as reliable as a 
translation based on the original language. 

In conclusion, the scholarly representation for the "I have been" 
translation is not nearly as impressive as the JWs would like to 
claim. In their better moments JWs agree that scholarly opinion is 
true only when it agrees with the facts. As we have seen, the facts 
support neither the "I have been" translation of John 8:58 nor the 
JW interpretation of that text as being only a claim to temporal 
preexistence on the part of Christ. 



Appendix D 

Letter to The Watchtoiver Bible and 
Tract Society 


On the following page is reproduced the author's letter to the 
Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, inviting them to request a pre¬ 
publication manuscript of this book and write a rebuttal to the 
book. Similar letters were sent to Nelson Herle, Nicholas Kip, and 
other Jehovah's Witnesses. None of these letters was even acknowl¬ 
edged. 
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